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Author's Notes: 

After a while of debating with myself, I've decided that | will be sharing some of the scenes that I've been 
writing in the little free time that | currently have.. Life has been crazy, and | haven't been able to get back 
into updating "You Have Come To The Right Place" just yet, so | figured that | could still give my readers 
something to bask on in the meantime.. | was posting the scenes separately but realized it would be a better 


idea to have them all in one place! (hence this new "book") 


For those who don't know what the "Relief" AU is, | suggest checking out the Relief series (‘Relief € it's 
sequel "You Have Come To The Right Place"). James has an eating disorder, Bipolar Disorder, and unprocessed 
trauma DJ is dealing with PTSD after witnessing James deteriorating to the point of near-death from his ED. 
Nikki serves as a mentor/father figure to both of them. 


| look forward to slowly sharing these scenes with you guys. I've already posted some separately, but I'll end 
up including them in here so | can have them all together.. Some of these will take place during "Relief", in 


eating disorder treatment, and post-treatment. | really hope you like theml 


PS: I'm unsure if there will be a set posting schedule at this time, so please be patient with mel Life gets in 
the way of many things! 


ENJOY THE RIDE !! 
This first chapter is a deleted scene straight out of "Relief. 
Set between chapters 23 (titled "Rise?") € 24 ("Drive") 


TW: eating disorder behaviors, laxative abuse Ẹ it's side effects, disordered thinking 


Backstage - Hamburg, Germany 
James's POV: 


‘Oh hellil yeah!" DJ's enthusiastic voice reverberates through the backstage area, as he begins digging into the 
finely crafted appetizers scattered across the rustic, round black table. "The catering here is the shif" 


It doesn't matter how long I've known DJ or how often | see him act like a jubilant child. | always feel the need 
to smile. The dude is forty three but | don't think he'll ever lose that childlike spirit in him. | hope he doesn't.. 
That's what makes him..him. 


We arrived at Knust not too long ago, but nothing eventful's happened yet. Right now the three of us are just 
hangin’ out before we need to head to do some press. l'm not gonna lie and say that | don't feel some tension 
in the room.. It's almost become an inevitable thing, even though I've been trying my hardest to hide 
everything and stay true to my fagade, | have a bad feeling that certain things are slipping through the 


cracks. 


Scratch that. | know that there are dents in my mask, and | feel like the biggest piece of shit for continuing 
to lie through everything, but | don't feel like | have any other choice in the matter. 


| woke up this morning feeling like hell. The hotel that we stayed at last night was beautiful, but my own 
discomfort and pain kept me from being able to enjoy the experience to its full extent. | had to be up and out 
the door by 8:00am, but because | had slept terribly, getting myself together felt like an arduous task One 
of the first sensations | felt when | opened my eyes was the burning of my throat, which unfortunately isn't 


an uncommon occurrence these days. 


Of course because l'm not a normal person, | wouldn't touch a fuckin’ cough drop or grab a hot tea with 
honey. | forced myself to suffer through the pain like | always do, but as usual, it made preparing myself for 
the day feel like hell. 


It only took one glance of my reflection in the bathroom mirror for me to cringe. The bags under my eyes 
looked absolutely horrendous, and | was able to see little cracks forming in my lips, along with a tiny cold sore 
in the corner. I'm smart enough to know that the acid I'm bringing up from purging is what caused this, but 


its not enough to get me to rethink my decisions of constantly engaging in that disgusting behavior. 


Sometimes | ask myself what will. Will | ever take time to think about why | do what | do and how it might be 
affecting me in a fucked up way? | mean, of course | know it's not doing me good, but | continue engaging and 
don't take the time to really sit back in order to use my rational brain. 


Is there even a rational brain within me anymore? Does that part of my brain even work? 
| know the answer to that fuckin’ question: no. 


If my brain worked the right way, | wouldn't have patted myself down with heavy amounts of face makeup in 
order to conceal the fact that | look like a walking zombie. | wouldn't have chugged down a huge bottle of 
laxative laced water as my first beverage of the day. | wouldn't have packed up my bag with boxes of 


chocolate laxatives to bring with me to the venue today. 
Yes, that's right. 


My bag is sitting in the corner of the room, and that's what's inside: chocolate laxatives, laxative powder, 


coffee packets, carbonated drinks, protein powder, protein bars. 
Just the normal shit. Of course, for me it's normal. For everyone else; I'm not too sure. 


| can't help but feel my nerves rising as | stare at my bag. I'm asking myself why | put it in full view of 
everyone, because l'm realizing that there's a possibility that someone here could see what's inside of 
it. Whether it's Nikki or DJ, our tour manager, the venue staff, the stage crew.. Just the thought of my 


secrets being discovered is making me feel nauseous. 
"This is the best fuckin’ cheese my tastebuds have ever met! What's this shit called? Butferkase-" 


The intense excitement of DJ's voice sends a slight chill through my whole body, but | can't get myself to 
make direct eye contact with him. My eyes are still locked on my bag. Honestly, | feel like my life depends on 
it at this point. 


"James.. Dude, you gotta try this!" 


Whenever | see DJ being so carefree around food, a pit in my own stomach forms. Part of me wishes that | 
could be like that again, but it seems like it's impossible. DJ's just sitting here, shoving down whatever food 
the caterers set out for us, and then there's me.. Feeling internally stoic, tense, and uncomfortable. Just being 


in the presence of food is enough to give me the nervous jitters. 


| finally build up the courage to move my gaze towards DJ and force a small smile as he waves a piece of 
cheese in front of me with a goofy expression on his face. My heart is beating at the sight of the food so 
close to me, but | do my best to swallow the discomfort. 

"l'm good, man." 

My voice is soft but | let out a little snicker to ease my own tension, and because DJ's antics never fail to 
crack me up. However, that doesn't erase the shame that's beginning to flood me; the shame for 

constantly /ying and manipulating 

DJ immediately raises an eyebrow but quickly goes back to gushing over his beloved cheese. Nikki is shaking 
his head in such amusement, but | doubt he's surprised. | think it's fair to say that we're both very used to 
DJ by now. 


"Save some for the rest of us, would ya?!" 


Nikki flicks DJ in the head playfully, which earns a feigned look of discontentment from the latter, as he guards 


the cheese protectively. My eyes immediately roll at the defensiveness. DJ is so territorial over his food. 
"First come, first serve dude-" 

"That doesn't apply to venue catering, you stinker!" 

‘Oh yes it does." 


A mischievous smile spreads across DJ's face and | can't even blink before he flings a green olive across the 


couch. It hits Nikki right in the nose, which leaves DJ giggling. 

"Hah! Take that!" 

Nikki just rolls his eyes and tilts his head towards DJ in a fatherly manner. 

"Really?" 

He's shaking his head in exasperated amusement. | can't tell if he wants to smack or laugh at the dude more. 
"Why is it that every meal or snack we have turns into a food fight?" 


| let a snicker out at that. With DJ, every day is an adventure.. He can turn the most monotonous events into 


something adrenalizing. 


Before | know it, | feel Nikki's hand on my shoulder and | fight the urge to cringe. I'm not sure why.. In the 
back of my head, I'm constantly nervous that I'll be confronted about things... again 


Is my own damn fault, though. The only reason that I'm so fuckin! uncomfortable all the time is because | 
know what I'm doing. | know all of the lies that | spit out on a daily basis, and | know the arduous effort | put 
into trying to hide everything that I'm doing. | know all of this, but they don't. 


At least, | really hope that they don't. 
"What are we gonna do with him?" 


Nikki's lighthearted laugh cuts through my thoughts, as he rubs my shoulder soothingly while pointing to DJ, 


who looks like he's up to no good. 
"Heyl" DJ retaliates and a smile forms on my lips. "I heard that!" 


| have no idea how long the banter between the two goes on, but the longer that | force myself to sit here, 
the more my internal tension rises. I'm trying my best to appear nonchalant and collected, but my body is 
struggling to position itself in that manner. | feel stiff all over, and | can't stop my legs from bouncing up and 
down. Although they're crossed over each other, the urge to fidget around is too strong. 


The temperature in this room is warm, but my body doesn't feel warm at all. I'm wearing my black leather 
jacket with my white tank underneath, but that wasn't enough for my body's defective regulation abilities, so | 
decided to wear a black wool scarf too. Of course my sunglasses are glued to my eyes, because god forbid | 


allow myself to be exposed or vulnerable. 


Nikki and DJ are just in their typical t-shirts and bandanas.. They're dressed absolutely normal for the 
weather today, yet here | am, looking like this 


Why am | even shocked at this point? 


| wonder if either one of them have noticed. That's a stupid thought, because they definitely have. DJ's 
confronted me about my clothes multiple times since that shit show of an interview in Paris, so | have no 


doubt in my mind that he probably wants to say something again. 


| think l'm safe right now though, considering how focused he seems on flinging cheese cubes at Nikki's 
face. The poor guy just lets DJ do what he wants. He succumbs to his antics every single time, but even | 
know that there's always a part of him that likes playing along with them. 


Obviously he enjoys being a kid too, because if he didn't, the floor wouldn't be littered with green olives, cheese 
cubes, and crushed crackers. Half the food at the table is scattered across the ground, and some pieces fell 


into the creases of the black couch we're sitting on. In fact, there's a squished green olive right next to me. 


The fact that a piece of greasy food is so close to me right now is giving me irrational anxiety. | know that 


nothing will actually happen to me if | look at it, but my brain is conjuring up some fucked up scenarios for me 


to graze on. 
You might absorb the grease if you're too close to that olive. 
If you touch the thing, the fat will absorb into your skin and your body will think its being fed 


Part of me wants to roll my eyes at the things that go on in my head, but l'm used to it at the same 
time. It always loves to stir the pot, doesn't it? 


| bite my lip subtly, as | slowly reach my hand out to the squished green olive next to me and give it a tiny 
flick, allowing it to fall onto the ground with the rest of the dismantled food scraps. | do everything in my 
power to push down the festering perturbation, as | bring my attention back to the two man children beside 


me. 


DJ is staring at the messy food creation in mesmerization, while Nikki appears speechless. However, if he's 


trying to hide the smirk on his face, he's doing a terrible job at it. 
"The janitors are gonna have a real fun time cleanin’ this shit up." 


He's shaking his head like a father in disbelief of the rowdiness of their child. DJ, on the other hand, just 
basks in his own amusement. | know him well enough to realize that he feeds off of Nikki's dramatic 


reactions. The more reactions he gets, the more compelled he is to continue with his ridiculous antics. 


"So what?! What's the fun in eating if we don't play with our food?" DJ lets out a goofy giggle, as he gives 
me a nudge. "Right, James?" 


An uncomfortable churn is felt in my stomach as he says that. Playing with your food.lt's not like | do that 
every time | force myself to eat something, right? It's not like | can't get myself to eat normally without 


forcing all of it out the other end.. 


A smile forms on my lips, even though l'm feeling the opposite of carefree and content right now. The pit in 
my stomach is only growing bigger, and | can make out Nikki's subtle look of suspicion from the corner of my 
eye. | can't tell if his seriousness is fueled towards my pathetic attempt to remain composed, or DJ's abrupt 
joke around eating. Its times like these when this fucked up reality hits me in the face. 


If | wasn't such a sneaky idiot, no one would even think twice before conjuring up food antics. Nikki wouldn't be 


glaring at DJ, and | wouldn't be sitting here with uneasiness regarding the topic of eating 


"What?" DJ turns his head back to Nikki and raises his eyebrows in exasperation "H's way more fun to eat if 
you play with it-" 


"Okay, well you got your opportunity to throw your food around, and now we might not be welcome back here 
again because of it-" 


Nikki's trying so hard to be stern but its not working. | mean, getting kicked out is probably a real possibility, 
but | also doubt this is the first food fight the staff here have witnessed. 


"Oh boo hoo.." DJ gives one of his best pouts and uses a tone of fake distraughtness, as he pretends to wipe 
tears off of his face. "So sad-" 


A soft snicker escapes my lips, but its short lived. | suddenly feel a weird cramping sensation in one of my 
feet, so | uncross my legs and recross them in an attempt to ease the discomfort. The stiffness in my body 
is weighing me down like a pile of bricks, and fatigue is already creeping in. | hate feeling sluggish. Whenever | 


do, | automatically have an urge to move, or engage in something that's energizing. 

Its when | want to exercise, or empty myself out, cleanse myself.. Release all of the toxins trapped inside of 
me that clog my body up with poison. That's when | start blaming my physical state on that fact: /m sluggish 
because my body is full of contaminants, and they need to be released 


On the other hand, some part of me is wondering if the physical exhaustion is my anxiety manifesting. Is it 
mind over matter, or do | really just feel like shit right now. 


Whatever the culprit is doesn't take away the fact that those chocolate laxatives seem very appealing to me 
right now. Honestly, | would have taken them earlier but | had already drank the laxative water so | figured 
that it wouldn't hurt to wait. Plus, right now seems like the ideal time to pretend to eat something.. I'm only 
saying pretend because it'll look like I'm eating chocolate, but only | know that it's not real 

Its chocolate that makes you shif. 

"Hey.. Earth to James." 

Just thinking about how manipulative l'm about to be is only making my self-disgust and shame stronger. My 
soul feels dirty from all of the games I've been playing on this fuckin! tour, yet here | am about to add fuel to 
the already burning fire. 


"James... 


| don't even realize that DJ is talking to me until | feel him poking my shoulder repeatedly. My heart skips a 
beat, but | use my strength to remain composed, even if | feel the opposite. 


When | shift my gaze towards him, I'm met with a smile, but even | can see the slight concern in his icy, blue 


eyes. 


"You good, man?" 


Oh yeah DJ Im great! No tension, no anxiety, no shame suffocating me! Nah, Im fine buddy! Please stop showing 


me constant concern because all its doing is making me feel even worse about everything that Im doing 

"Yeah, yeah l'm fine-" 

"Really?" 

Nikki's eyebrows are raised and his soft gaze is aimed at me. | can't even formulate another word before he 
reaches an arm out to me, and then eyes the pathetic cheese platter remains on the table. It's fucked up 
that without him using words, | already know what he's trying to tell me. 

You havent eaten anything 

Are you hungry? 

James. 

A sharp, tingling chill shoots up my spine as | eye the food along with him, but all I'm thinking about in the 
back of my head are those fuckin’ laxatives, and the hard fact that if | don't grab my bag right now, someone 
is gonna find all of the shit in there. 


"Did you eat anything today?" 


Nikki's words cut through my silent agitation. He's speaking casually, but he's probably doing that as a way to 


coax me. | don't think twice before false reassurance spills from my lips. 
"Of course | did, Nik" | shake my head and smile. “Breakfast at the hotel.. a few snacks here and there." 


Every word that comes out of my mouth increases my inner tension My gaze keeps moving back to my bag 
in the corner, and things are starting to feel unbearable at this point. | don't know how I've sat here for this 
long without bolting over to it, but now | feel it. | need to. | fuckin’ need to grab it. 


"You know what?" | jump outta my seat and start making my way to the corner. "I forgot | brought some 


stuff with me. Might as well have it, right?" 


Nikki probably answered me but | can't hear him because now l'm right in front of my bag and I'm too busy 


trying to figure out how to make everything seem as normal and casual as possible. 


The moment that | undo the zipper and open the compartments, l'm met with all of my essentials: chocolate 
laxatives in clear plastic bags, packets of miralax already dissolved in water bottles, and instant coffee 
packets. My protein bars are hidden in the smaller pockets, along with the laxative pills, but those are only 


for emergencies. 


| squeeze my eyes shut at the cringiness of this whole situation, and take a few more moments before | grab 


the bag off the ground. 


Within a second, I'm back on the couch sandwiched between DJ and Nikki, with my bag on the ground under my 
legs. | slowly pull one of the chocolate bars out of the bag and break a tiny piece off of it, allowing my eyes 
are take in the details of the deceiving sweet square. My heart is beating fast and my chest feels tight with 


internal uneasiness. 


All| can tell myself is that it's a good thing | decided to ditch the original packaging of the laxatives. If | didn't, 
there would be no way of hiding the fact that what lim about to shove down my throat isn't actually a real 


chocolate bar out of a vending machine. 


"Woahhhh... Chocolate?" 
DJ is staring at me with surprised, childlike eyes as his gaze shifts towards the ex-/ax cube in my hand. 
"Where'd ya get that?" 


My heart immediately skips a beat at the question and sudden interest in my food. Of course | should have 
expected a comment like that considering | haven't eaten anything like this in so long, but that doesn't make 
any of this feel less awkward. My body is swimming in tension, but | have no choice right now; | have to play 


this off. 


A smile of false nonchalance forms on my face as | begin conjuring up a believable tale to conceal the 
truth. "You know me and my sweet tooth, buddy." | shake my head and a light laugh escapes my 
lips. Although l'm feeling the absolute farthest from what l'm attempting to show outwardly, | need to 


somehow hide my internal cringes. 

Its called Schogetten.Got it outta the vending machine in the hotel lobby this mornin’ 

My own throat is threatening to close at the lie that | just spilled out of my mouth, but | force myself to 
take a tiny nibble of the square to increase the believability of my statement. The shame that's weighing me 
down is only getting stronger, especially because DJ seems to be falling for the whole thing. 


"Damn! Why didn’t | do that-" 


His face is full of curiosity mixed with exasperation, as he continues gazing at the brown square in my 


hand. Nikki is shaking his head and rolling his eyes from the other side of the couch. 


"Oh don't even start DJ." A laugh spills from his lips as he shoots the latter a suspicious expression. "You 
already inhaled three quarters of the German cheese platter-" 


‘It was good cheese, okay?!" 


| immediately shake my head in amusement, even though inside l'm feeling absolutely stoic and full of 
uneasiness. | need to be honest and admit that I'm grateful for the distraction provided by the 

bantering. Hopefully if these two continue goofing off, itll lessen the chance of any further questions being 
asked regarding the chocolate. 


| completely understand why DJ is shocked. Even though I'm forcing fake sweets down my throat, it can easily 
be mistaken for a real chocolate bar. The only way that anyone would discover the truth is if they consumed 


it themselves.. 


A sharp chill shoots through my body and sends a shiver up my spine. Just thinking about the possibility of 
Nikki or DJ accidentally getting ahold of this and eating it is hollowing my stomach. Now that | think about it, 
DJ is such a food hound.. What if he freakin’ sneaks some when I'm not looking? What if he asks to try it? 


No no no no please don't DJ. Please don’t ask to try some of this.. | would never forgive myself if you had the 
fuckin’ shits and it was all my fault- 


Now my mind is racing with catastrophic scenarios regarding DJ and laxatives, but I'm the only person on this 
couch that knows that. | squeeze my eyes shut from underneath my sunglasses in attempt to stop the noise, 
but why am | even bothering? My brain has a mind of its own.. It seems as though | don't have the control 


anymore when it comes to it. The fuckin' voice in my head controls me. 


It doesn't take long before | decide to reopen my eyes. Nikki and DJ are having a conversation but my focus 


isn't on that right now. | see their mouths moving but | cant make out the words that are coming out. 


Despite my slight disorientation, | continue taking tiny bites of the chocolate laxative square, hoping that my 
act appears as casual and natural as possible. 


Although | may seem confident with my decision to force this shit chocolate down my throat, | can't help but 
feel a bit uncertain about it. I've only taken these types of laxatives a few times. My typical choices are 
usually the laxative powder and the cleansing pills; both of which | know exactly what to expect. Its not that | 
don't know what will happen when | take these. It's just that I'm not fully used to them yet. 


The only times | decide to pull out the chocolate laxatives are in desperate situations where l'm forced to eat 
in front of people, or a day where | never got to take any other laxatives.. | feel so horrible inside for even 


having a set strategy for this shit, but it is what it is.. 


It's something that | need to do. 


Sometime later. 


| have no clue how much time has passed since | finished off my dose of ex-/ax, but l'm already beginning to 


feel some of the effects creeping up on me. 


Part of me wonders if this is from the laxative powder | drank this morning, or if the chocolate decided to kick 
in super-fast today. Whatever the cause is doesn't matter. What matters is making sure l'm able to appear 
nonchalant through the disturbing discomfort. 


Its not particularly terrible right now but | know from experience that the physical effects start slow at 
first. They'll be subtle at the beginning but before you know it, you'll be screaming internally for someone to 


rip your organs out of you. 


I'm really not exaggerating here. I've had my fair share of disgusting laxative incidents, and they are in no way 


shape or form fun, yet here | am now, on the verge of experiencing one. 


The three of us are still hangin’ on the couch around the messy table. | have a feeling that the interview 
we're supposed to go to is approaching, but l'm not exactly sure what time it is. I'm too busy attempting to 
straighten out the thoughts in my head.. I'm too busy trying to calm down the slight discomfort I'm feeling in 


my stomach. 

The center of my core just feels achy right now. Its not anything excruciating, but it's enough for me to be 

on edge about. | can feel the juices of my intestines swimming around, and | can only imagine what the insides 

of my body look like right now. They're probably twisted and contorted into something unrecognizable. 

I'm convinced that I'll be able to handle whatever comes for me in the next few minutes. I've been through it 

before and somehow have made it out alive, right? I've run to the bathroom multiple times in front of DJ and 


Nikki without getting confronted.. As long as | don't feel the urge to shit in the middle of a performance, | think 
Ill be fine. 


"Hey.. Do you know if the name Hamburger comes from Hamburg?" 


DJ's curious words pull me away from the thoughts in my head for a moment. | blink a few times and turn 


my head to face him. | raise an eyebrow. 
"Hm?" 
"The word hamburger! Do you think it originated from this city?!" 


| can't even formulate a clever response to that before | feel a sharp pain shooting through my stomach. My 


body internally freezes up at the sensation because | know.. Its fuckin’ starting. 


My legs immediately cross over one another as a way to keep myself from fidgeting around. | can't make any 
of this obvious. | just cant In reality, this isn't even the worst of it but it doesn't matter. As much as | tell 
myself itll be fine, it won't. | fuckin’ hate the effects of this shit. 

| hate it, but | won't stop taking them. 

Why? 


Why do | do these things?! 


Despite the anxiety, my lips form into a smirk as a way to pretend l'm totally invested in DJ's interest of the 
history of hamburgers 


"Ask Siri! She knows everything-" 


Somehow I'm able to choke that sentence outta my mouth, and | don't even know how | did, because now the 


stabbing of my stomach is way stronger than before. See.. | fuckin told you once it hits, it hits 


DJ looks like he just heard the most fascinating sentence come out of someone's mouth. He's staring at me 


with an expression of pure amazement, as he excitedly pulls his phone outta the pocket of his jeans. 
"Dude.. You're a genius—" 


Within a second, he has his phone screen up to his face and now he's speaking into it. | can't even resist my 


urge to shake my head and laugh. 
‘Hey Siri. Is the hamburger from Hamburg Germany?" 


| swear, only DJ would ask these questions, but am | shocked? Not one bit. | bet he's asked way weirder 
things before.. Scratch that. He definitely has. Although l'm finding this situation highly entertaining, I'm still 
trying to manage the horrible sensations in my stomach. They're honestly just getting worse at this point and 
the longer | sit here pretending nothing's wrong, the stronger my urge to jump out of my skin becomes. 


Gas pains are so fucked up because they come and go. A lot of times they feel like someone stabbed you 
with a dagger in the middle of your core, but it's only gas. You can feel an excruciating bout of pain for a 
few minutes, but then itll go away. However, the comfort doesn't last long before itll bite you right in the 
face in another few minutes. They're unpredictable. You never know when they'll come and when they'll leave 


you alone. 
That's exactly what's happening right now. 


It's taking a ton of effort to not make the pain noticeable. If | was alone | would be taking deep breaths, but 
since I'm around DJ and Nikki, | can't do that. They would see that as something out of the ordinary and they 


would say something. Of course they would because they always gotta keep a fuckin’ eye on me- 
"Hah! | was right—" 


I'm snapped out of my daze by DJ nudging me like an enthusiastic kid. | flinch a tiny bit at the sudden touch, 
but quickly force myself to relax. 


"Hamburgers are from Hamburg! Look!" His childlike tone of excitement reverberates through the room as 


he shoves the phone in mine and Nikki's faces. 


| would peek at the screen to read about DJ's newfound discovery, but another wave of stomach pain just hit 
me and | really want to fuckin’ scream right now. | squeeze my eyes shut again and uncross my legs, only to 
recross them. My heart is beginning to beat faster and | can feel the start of sweat beads forming on the 


top of my head. 

"The word originated from Hamburg but the actual burger is from Connecticut, you doofus!" 

| can't see him, but | know that Nikki must be shaking his head at DJ right now. | would love to join in on this 
ridiculous conversation but | hate to admit this.. The pain is getting unbearable now.. | told myself it would, so | 
shouldn't be complaining about it. Its my own damn fault anyway. 

However, that doesn't keep me from attempting to conceal the fact that | feel like my stomach is about to 
explode. The sweat beads that | felt are starting to drip down my face now, and my whole body is warming 
up. Whenever this happens, it feels so strange because feeling hot isn't a normal occurrence for me, except.. 
ya know.. When you begin to feel like you're losing control of your bodily functions. 

"James..." 

| almost don't realize that I've started fidgeting until | feel a hand on my knee that stops it from bouncing up 
and down. My eyes immediately snap open, and that's when | recognize the hand as DJ's. When | turn my 
head to face him, I'm met with a face full of intense concern. My stomach is dropping. 

"You okay?" 

I'm quick to spit out an answer, despite every ounce of me wanting to bolt out of this room right now. 
“Course, dude." 

| give one of my best smiles before ruffling his Mohawk in a playful manner, hoping that itll ease my own 
tension. It doesn't, though. DJ is still giving me a piercing stare and | know he doesn't fuckin’ believe me. | 


just know it. 


"Are you sure? You seem tense-" 


"Buddy, l'm fine!” | shake my head and release my hand from his hair, placing it back on my lap 

casually. However, it must just be my luck that another intense painful jolt decides to shoot through my 
abdomen the second that | spit out that lie. | almost can't resist the urge to scrunch my face up at the 
discomfort. Instead, | put one of my hands in my pocket and let the fist clench. 


"Neither one of us are buyin’ your bullshit, James." 

Fuck.. Of course Nikki would join in on the prodding! What the hell else is new?! 

His tone is direct but full of empathy at the same time. Typical Nikki style. Calling people out with love.. | 
force myself to turn my head towards him, even though his piercing stares always feel like they'll burn holes 
right through me. 

"You're obviously in pain right now. There's nothing wrong with admitting that you're not okay-" 

| swear to god, my body is beginning to slightly tremble and if | thought | felt like | was boxed in out of 
awkwardness earlier, | was so wrong. Even though l'm not looking at DJ right now, | could still make out his 
worried expression from the outer corner of my eye. Him and Nikki are both staring me down and it's in 
situations like these when | realize | have no fuckin’ choice. 


l'm just gonna have to come up with another fuckin’ excuse. 


My tooth begins digging into my lower lip as | pull my clenched fist out of my pocket. | do everything | can 


to swallow my own cringes as | begin spilling out natural Jes. 
‘Its nothin’ really." 


My hand casually runs through my blonde hair, but I'm the only one who can feel the strands coming out. | 


do, however, notice the two raising their eyebrows at me. 
Fuck.. fuck please tell me they didn't notice- 


| hold back my internal curses and swallow my embarrassment in order to continue. My heart is racing as 


the intensity of the stabbing stomach pain increases. 
"My stomach's just been bothering me a lot, lately.. | don't think my body is used to eating this much.." 


The strain in my voice leads me to shut my eyes again. | thought | hid it well, but | didn't and fuck, | seriously 
want to smack myself right now. This is pathetic. The fact that I'm doing this shit is ridiculous. 


| don't know if DJ or Nikki said anything to me. | don't know if they even reacted to what | spit out at them. | 


don't know any of that because now I'm locked up in a tiny bathroom stall, shitting up a storm. 


My stomach feels like its been cut open with blood gushing out and someone twisted all of my internal organs 
into knots. Sweat is dripping down my face and onto my chest. My hands are shaking, my legs are cramping, 
and my head is pounding. 


Everything fuckin’ hurts so badly, but at least | know that once this is over the pain will be gone. Once 
everything is released, the stomach contractions disappear, my temperature goes back to normal, and | don't 
feel on edge waiting for another disturbing episode.. That is until | shove more laxatives down my throat, at 


least. 


After what feels like absolute eternity, | gather up the internal strength to lift myself off of the toilet. My 
legs feel like fuckin’ jelly right now, but why am | even surprised? Doesn't this happen every freakin’ day? 


| slowly begin to pull my pants back up, but as | grab ahold of the material, | notice a faint bruise on my left 
hipbone. My stomach automatically hollows at the site. | have no idea where that came from. I've never 


seen it before.. 


| carefully reach my hand out to touch it, but automatically flinch at the ache it brings. Before | can analyze 
the black and blue in any more detail, | force myself to take a deep breath, pull my pants back up, grab my 
bag, and walk out of the stall 


Once | plant my body at the sink, | give my hands a quick wash, but the mirror in front of me catches my 
attention.. OF course. However, for once I'm not automatically sucked into nitpicking every inch of my body. l'm 
pretty layered up right now so there's not much to see.. It's my face that steals my focus. | look like 

fuckin’ hell 


Its fuckin’ obvious why Nikki and DJ confronted me. It's ridiculously obvious, but | like to pretend | don't know 


why they're concerned. 

I'm not even gonna lie. | can't help but feel a fucked up sense of relief knowing that we have an interview to 
go to, so that'll give me more time to prepare for more confrontations if there'll be any. Nikki and DJ can't 
ask me questions when we're doing press.. 


Yeah. THEY can‘, but your interviewer CAN. 


That thought sends an uneasy chill up my spine, but in the back of my head | still find ways to shrug it 
off. No one has said anything to me during performances or interviews before, so why would today be 


different? Its not like I've looked at my best for the last few months anyway, so what's the damn difference? 
Exactly. There isn't 


And if someone does happen to say something, I'll just have to play it off like | usually do. Its not like | don't 
have enough training in that. 


Smile 
Laugh 

Tell them what they want to hear 

Its that simple. As long as the façade stays intact while in public, Im ine 


There is nothing for anyone to worry about. 


Dreams Unwind.. 


Author's Notes: 

|. don't know why l'm feeling uneasy about posting this LOL, but.. | had this scene written for MONTHS, and 
today | was trying to decide which one to add to this compilation next, and | thought.. "Hey, it was Stevie Nicks’ 
birthday on Wednesday.. You should do this one!" You're probably so confused right now after reading that 


sentence, but you'll connect the dots as you read. 


This song link will help enhance the experience of this scene! | recommend listening to the song as you read (or 


beforehand, and then read!) You'll understand why, | promise! 

SPOTIFY: https://openspotify.com/track/bywHOBNDQYcSISSEDRWwob?si=3c Idb Tecal 1142b3 

YOUTUBE: htHtps://www.youtube.com/watch?v =SDOIBk4z Iw 

NOTE: There are a few references to CHAPTER I4 of "You Have Come to the Right Place" in this, but the 


scene takes place POST-TREATMENT... (| don't have an EXACT timeframe, but James is in a pretty good state 
of mind and is doing well. Well enough to be cleared to perform/tour again!) 


JAMES'S PON: 

Never in a million years did | think | would be standing in this spot right now.. 

We're back 

The three of us are standing on stage right now, and my body is shaking. Its shaking with pure excitement, 
nervousness, and longing.. Is hard to put into words what l'm really feeling right now, but let me tell you that 
it's not a bad feeling at all.. 

After all of the crap that the three of us endured over the past two years, | was losing hope.. | didn't think 


that | would ever be back here, performing again. | had lost touch with myself and totally disconnected from 
the person that | was, because all | was able to focus on was my addiction.. 


Addictions suck the life outta you. 
They really freakin’ do. 


Everything almost feels like a blur because of everything that's happened. So much happened, but l'm trying 
not to think about that right now.. I'm just trying to focus on the fact that the three of us are sharing the 


incredible bond that we've always had.. Even through the darkness, we were always here for each other, and 


none of that changed. 


Sure.. Recovery has its ups and downs.. | know there's no such thing as a perfect road.. Slips happen.. There 
are good days and there are bad days.. I've had my fair share of both ever since I've left the center... I'm not 


gonna lie and say that everything has been peaches and cream becouse it hasn't. 
It's been tough. 


It's been tough, and | needed to get some extra support at times, but what matters is that I'm continuing to 


fight, no matter how rough things get.. | refuse to give up now, because look... 
If | had given up, this wouldn't be happening right now. 


| wouldn't have been in a good enough place to be able to go back to performing.. | don't have everyone 
terrified that something is gonna happen to me now.. My therapist isn't constantly worried about me.. Nikki and 
DJ trust me more around food, even if | still struggle, it's nowhere near the extent that | struggled before. 


l'm out of the black hole that | had dug myself into.. | feel a sense of freedom, and | also know that | still need 


to be careful, because addictions are a slippery slope.. 


Its just the reality, and | refuse to push that away now. l'm here to acknowledge all aspects of my experience 


and journey, even if its uncomfortable... like right now. 


I'm bubbling with excitement, but I'm also low-key freaking out at the same time. | don't remember the last 
time | performed with these two on stage in a public setting.. In treatment, sure.. | played the piano, and | 
sang.. On passes | did the same.. Me and DJ had that fuckin’ powerful jam session.. The one that he made into 
a CD for me.. | still have that CD, and | listen to it often.. 


But.. performing on tour again.. The last time | did this was when | was on the brink of death. The last tour | 
ever performed on was the tour where everything went down. 


Its hard to remember that because touring was always an amazing time for me, but you know what? | have 
the power to make it a positive experience again.. Just because there are some dark memories associated with 
performing because of what | endured, it doesn't mean it has to be this way again 

History doesn't have to repeat itself. 

| get to decide if this is a positive experience for me or not, and | am aiming for it to be. 

| need to admit that I'm probably the most nervous about the fact that | know | look significantly different 


than | did the last time.. even though there's no part of me that strives to be in that place again. | still don't 


feel completely safe in my body.. In fact, it almost feels worse sometimes because | know l'm physically 


restored.. | know our fans are some of the most genuine people out there, but | can't help but still worry 


about the things they might think.. 
Are they going to notice? Will they think of me differently? Do | look that different? 


Nikki and DJ have helped me challenge that fear a ton of times.. They constantly tell me that my brain totally 
distorts reality and that, sure, | look healthier, but I'm not as different as | think | am.. 


‘James.. You really don't look as different as you think you do." 


"You know your body type.. | don’t think your body can ever get ‘fat. | know its not about that, but Im just felling 
you that so you can try to challenge the bullshit that your head is spitting at you." 


‘No one's gonna care about what you look lke.. All they care about is that youre healthy! Everyone is gonna be 


so fuckin pumped to see you back." 
| know deep down that they're right.. 


There's way more to life than obsessing over my own fuckin’ body.. 


One hour later: 
Backstage 
"Are we still gonna hit em’ with Stevie Nicks, buddy?" 


| feel DJ give me a playful nudge, and my face flushes a tiny bit.. We've been on stage for a while now and I've 


been havin the fuckin' time of my life.. 


| can't even explain how amazing it's been feeling to sing my heart out to the audience after going so long 
without it.. | missed hearing the cheers and the screams from our fans, and | missed feeling their incredible 


energy transfer onto us on stage. 

The experience is just always amazing . 

However, | can't help but feel my body fill up with slight uneasiness as | hear DJ mention Stevie Nicks.. 

Its almost time for the finale of our show, and we always have a few minutes backstage before it to build up 
the anticipation for the audience. That's where the three of us are right now. I've been chillin’ out on the 


black leather couch, trying to recompose myself after sweating my ass off for an hour. It's been great, but 


now l'm nervous.. 


I'm not completely sure why. 

| immediately nod my head, as | look up at DJ who's giving me an excited, childlike expression. "I mean.. Of 
course, dude!" | try to conceal the uneasiness in my voice but l'm not sure if I'm doing that well of a job right 
now.. In fact, | don't think | am because | can see DJ furrowing his brows at me in concern. 

Fuck. 

Now | feel bad, because | don't want to end up ruining this amazing night but dammit .. Here / go I guess. 


"You okay, man?" His voice is full of slight uncertainty. "You seem a little tense." 


Uhhh yeah, Im a little tense! No no, Im VERY tense! Dammit! | dont want fo fell you that though because 


we've been having an awesome time and | dont want fo kill the vibe.. 


My head shakes in urgency. "No, no, I'm fine..". | pause as | take a breath in, trying to figure out how l'm 


supposed to explain what's wrong. 

How am | supposed to tell him that singing a Stevie Nicks song has some interesting associations? Not just for 
me, but for him too.. | know that he has certain emotions connected to both Rhiannon and Edge of Seventeen .. 
ls it really the best idea to perform one of them right now, with our audience who is so used to us doing our 
traditional finale? 

Aren't they gonna hate this?! 

Aren't they gonna be disappointed? 

Aren't they gonna be confused as to why James Michael is singing a fuckin’ Fleetwood Mac song? 

They're gonna think I'm freakin’ nuts! 

| immediately try to shrug off my own anxiety because l'm feeling slightly embarrassed for being nervous 
about something like this! l'm a performer for god's sake! Rationally | know that no one is probably gonna 
judge me as hard as l'm judging myself right now but fuck! God, | can't! 


"IFs silly.. l.. God, never mind-" 


DJ cuts me off before | can finish, and that's probably a good thing, since | would definitely end up spitting out 
self-deprecating, invalidating bullshit: 


"Hey, Hey...". His face is full of concern, as he begins massaging my shoulder in a soothing pattern “Talk to me, 


man. What's wrong?" 


| close my eyes, as | feel my body tremble a tiny bit. That's just making my own humiliation worse but | know 
by now that of all people, DJ is not the person who will judge me for my own feelings.. 


Just because | invalidate myself, it doesn't mean that everyone else invalidates me too. 
| take a deep breath before | build up the courage to speak. "I don't know..". | shake my head and my voice 


sounds hesitant, as | look at him in the eyes with an uneasy expression on my face. "You really think | can pull 
off Rhiannon?" 


My heart is starting to race now, as my brain continues conjuring up every single catastrophic possibility that 


can be the outcome of us performing that song. 

They'll hate it! 

They wont ever fake us seriously again! 

They'll judge youl 

They'll criticize you for choosing a ridiculous song- 

DJ's voice cuts through the tornado of thoughts, and | see him staring at me with his eyes about to pop 
outta his sockets. "Are you kidding me?!" He sounds like he's in absolute shock by my statement, as | just sit 


here cringing. "You'll fuckin’ kill it!" 


| notice him summoning Nikki over to where the both of us are sitting. "This dude right here doesn't think 


he's gonna be a good Stevie-" 


"James... Nikki's shaking his head at me like a father would. "What happened to challenging that perfectionism 


up there?" | cringe as he pokes my head, because dammit.. He reads me like a fuckin’ book.. 
They both do. 


"Don't think | forgot that amazing CD that DJ made for you..". Nikki cracks a genuine smile, and | feel a chill up 
my spine just thinking about that CD.. "You have the awesome ability to perform versatile songs!" 


Thats what Nicole had fold me too.. When she heard the CD playing in my room when we were in treatment.. 
Edge of Seventeen... 


Despite all of the therapy I've been in, it's still hard for me to accept compliments, but I'm not gonna shrug it 
off.. lim trying to tell myself that if Nikki didn't actually believe that about me, he wouldn't have said it.. Why 
would he or DJ lie? Why would Nicole lie? 


| shrug my shoulders with uneasiness, as | start fidgeting in my seat. I'm feeling more nervous as the time 


passes, but I'm trying to calm myself... God.. its hard! 
It's so hard. 


"I know.. | just." A sigh escapes my lips as | look down for a second. "The audience is probably expecting us to 


do Life is Beautiful ..". 


Now | can't help it.. | need to let them know what's making me so hesitant to do this. | have to get it out or 


else there's no way I'll be able to go back up there without looking like a frantic mess! 


"That's been our finale for every show since we started, man...” 
"Yeah, so what?!" 


DJ lets out a laugh and pats my back playfully. "Its not like our fans are resistant to change! They know how 
we are.. We don't do traditional!" He's speaking with such adamancy and enthusiasm, as he wiggles his brows 


and gives Nikki a nudge. "Right, Nikki?" 


| can't help but smirk at the eyebrow wiggle and | see Nikki shaking his head, while rolling his eyes at DJ's 
antics. He quickly agrees. "You tell em’, DJI" 


Before | know it, he's looking at me now, and for some reason | have a feeling l'm about to be hit with 


some real shit. 


"| know you're worried about what people are gonna think, and you're scared of disappointing them, but you 


gotta challenge that.." 


| feel myself cringing and | have an urge to retreat into myself right now becouse fuck. It's so hard to 


challenge that! | know | need to try but its so hard! 


Nikki puts a gentle hand on my shoulder and speaks to me in a soft voice. "I doubt they'll be disappointed..". He 
cracks a smile. “They're excited that we're back, and honestly, | think the audience is gonna like it if we spice 


things up." 


| know he's probably right but I'm having trouble accepting that.. The unknowns are scary and I'm working on 
trying to be open to new things but it's still nerve wracking. l'm even more freaked out about the possibility 
of getting emotional on stage because of the associations that the song has.. Even the positive ones.. 


| don't know what to say so | don't say anything. Instead, | continue sitting down in silence while playing with 


the chain around my neck to try to release my nervous energy. 


"Yeah! | mean, come onl" DJ's head is in my face like an excited child. "Doing the same thing over and over 

is boring!" His eyes suddenly widen, as if he just had an epiphany. "And plus.. We've rehearsed the song a ton 
of times and you fuckin’ KILL it every time!" His enthusiasm increases with every word he says, and | wish | 
could feel that same innocent happiness that he is right now. "Dude, | guarantee our fans are going to LOVE 

IT" 


As he's speaking, | realize that he does have a point.. We kinda planned on doing something like this for a while.. 
Me and DJ had talked about the idea of doing either Rhiannon or Edge of Seventeen as our finale song for a 
few shows, just to try it out.. To do something different. We did play both songs during our rehearsals just in 
case we did by chance decide to go along with the idea.. 


| really didn't think we would though, but apparently we are.. | mean.. DJ and Nikki seem pretty adamant about 
ie 


I'm not gonna lie. There is definitely a part of me that does want to sing it.. 


The three of us have performed covers of songs in the past. When we recorded our version of " Drive" for 


our Modern Vintage record, our fans loved it. 


When Nicole heard mine and DJ's rendition of Edge of Seventeen on the CD from my pass, she said that if | 
ever decided to perform any Stevie songs live, she would be in the audience screaming her ass off. In fact, 


she's actually the person who fueled the possibility of this idea in the first place.. 

When | recorded myself playing Rhiannon on the piano in treatment and sent it to DJ, | felt a sense of release.. 
| did it as a way to bring him comfort when | wasn't with him.. It felt really good to sing it, and it felt even 
better knowing that | was helping someone else feel at peace... 

I've come to learn that my voice has a positive impact on others, even if | don't necessarily believe it myself.. 
I've had enough people say it to me.. Maybe | need to start acknowledging and accepting that there are positive 
qualities in me. 

With all of this in mind, after contemplating for a few minutes and taking in the encouraging looks that DJ and 
Nikki shoot at me, | take a breath in. My body is trembling, but | nod my head. "Okay.". My voice is small but 
l'm doing it.. l'm gonna do it. "Let's do it" 

"Fuck yeah!" 


DJ is smiling so wide and it makes my heart melt.. | love to see him so genuinely happy, especially after 


everything that's gone on.. He ruffles my blonde hair. "You're not gonna regret it, man." 
| hope youre right DJ. 


Im counting on you for this one. 


The second that the three of us walk back on stage, | hear the screaming cheers of our audience.. My heart 
is beating out of my chest out of anxiety, but I'm trying to remember what DJ told me a minute ago. 


‘Hey, man.. | know you're nervous but it! be fine... Ill be right here with ya." 

He squeezed my shoulder after that, and that's what helped me build the courage to get back up here.. But 
damn.. l'm feeling it.. The nerves are eating away at me. l'm trying so hard to remain composed right now, so | 
smile at the audience, as | let myself absorb their good juju that they constantly shoot out at us.. 


If there's any time that I'll need it, it's right now, at this very moment.. 


After a few more moments of listening to the cheers, | take a breath as | walk over to the microphone. My 


body is shaking a bit as | take the mic off of the stand and start speaking. 


"You guys are fuckin awesome, ya know that?" | nod my head as more cheers follow. "Thank you all for 


comin’ out here tonight... | really missed this... 
Emotions are beginning to fill my body so | quickly cut to the chase before | end up screwing this up. | can 
see DJ's encouraging face out of my peripheral vision Him and Nikki are both giving me subtle signals.. It's like 


they're telling me that it's okay, and that I'll be fine. 


"Let me ask ya' guys something.” | crack a smile and laugh to myself, almost wanting to disconnect from the 


fact that l'm about to ask this question. "Do we have any Stevie Nicks fans out there?" 


Before | can even blink, the roaring of the crowd intensifies and | suddenly feel an overwhelming sense of 


surprise. l'm not gonna lie.. | was not expecting that. 


| look over at DJ who is pumping his arms in the air with enthusiasm. Nikki looks just as excited and satisfied, 


and he probably wants to say See.. / fold you they would be pumped! 
"Fuck yeah! STEVIE!" 
| internally giggle when | hear someone shout that from the audience. Maybe this won't be too bad after all. 


If | had a blast doing the whole show so far, there's no reason why this should be any different! Fuck it.. l'm 
doing this. 


Were fuckin’ doing this 


"Well." | close my eyes from under my sunglasses and smile, as | feel my body getting flooded with mixed 
emotions.. "We're gonna spice things up tonight..". Saying those words are freaking me out but l'm trying to 
remember how awesome | felt singing it other times.. I'm trying to remind myself that our fans love us for 
who we are so they wouldn't criticize us for this. 

| catch Nikki winking at me, which helps me solidify my statement: 

"This song means a lot to me.. And if you ask DJ, he would say the same.." | take a deep breath as | see DJ's 
heartfelt smile from the corner of my eye. He walks over to me and | give him a little hair ruffle. "This is 


called Rhiannon." 


Its in this moment when | hear DJ begin the opening riff of the song that | feel myself freeze up internally. | 


swallow whatever uneasiness l'm feeling and take a deep breath, taking in the crowd's screams of excitement. 
We're doing it. 

There's no turning back now. 

My heart is racing, as | speak through the microphone, hiding the shake in my voice. 

"This is a song about a Welsh witch..." 


It doesn't even take a second before it's time for me to start singing. | take a silent breath, close my eyes, 


and force myself to bite the bullet 

"Rhiannon rings lke a bell through the night.. and wouldnt you love to love her." 

The words seem to spill out naturally despite my internal tension. | keep my eyes closed as | sing the next line. 
"She rules her life Ike a bird in fight. and who will be her lover." 

My hand reaches over to the microphone, and | pull it off of the stand, while | let my voice intensify. 

"All your life you've never seen a woman taken by the wind!" 


The familiar sense of passion that I've felt for the rest of the show is starting to swim around in me again. | 


smile as | sing, letting the words flow through me. 
"Would you stay if she promised you heaven?" | glance at DJ and wink . "Will you ever win?" 


The look on his face is full of genuine satisfaction | can tell he's enjoying this, and that helps me continue on. 


My body is loosening up now so | start to slowly walk around as | sing the next verse with that same passion 


"She's like a cat in the dark and then, she is the darkness." 


| start to lower myself into a slow, dramatic squat position, as | perform expressive hand movements to 


intensify the mystical experience.. | immediately hear a roar from the crowd. 
‘She rules her life lke a fine skylark and when the sky is starless.." 


My voice is getting smoother and | can hardly feel it shaking anymore.. The audience is swaying and cheering 
as we perform. | lift myself back up and scream into the microphone, while shooting DJ and Nikki intense looks. 


‘Once ina million years a lady like her.. RISES!" 
"Oh Rhiannon! You cry, but then she's gone and your life knows no answer." 


| take a slight pause, as | let myself take in all of the music, the audience, and my own unfamiliar sense of 


freedom. 
"Baby! Your life knows no answer!" 


| raise my hands up as | prepare to chant, as | feel the energy in the room reverberate through every 


corner. 
"Rhiannnnnnon..." 


That's when | hear a familiar voice.. | feel a chill up my spine as | realize that DJ is chanting with me. A tiny 


tear is welling in my eye, but | smile because.. 

"Rhiannnnnnon...." 

DJ said he would never sing but look at this! He's singing! My smile just grows wider and so does Nikki's. It's 
because we both told the dude that we wouldn't let him off the hook by avoiding singing.. He must have finally 
listened to us. 


"Rhiannon..." 


I'm feeling one with my own chants... | close my eyes as | let the music's energy flow through my body, and | 


chant one last time. 
"Rhiannon..." 


l'm suddenly feeling way more comfortable being up here now, which is an awesome feeling.. | start singing the 


second verse, and | can make out DJ singing along with me. 


"She rings like a bell through the night and wouldnt you love fo love her.." 

There's a warm, tingly feeling rushing through my body.. | walk over to DJ and lean in closer to him so we can 
share this powerful bonding moment.. Its reminding me of the energy that we emulated when we jammed 

to Edge of Seventeen together that one day.. 

She rules her life lke a bird in flight and who will be her lover." 


DJ gives me a tiny shoulder squeeze before | head back to the center of the stage to belt my next line. My 
body is vibrating with ecstasy now. 


‘Once in a million years a lady like her.. RISES!" 


My arm shoots up in the air with intensity, while my eyes widen and my voice reverberates through the 


microphone in my other hand. 


It feels so amazing to be able to let myself sing freely now, without fear of people judging me.. | can tell from 


the way our audience is screaming that they're liking this, and you know what? l'm fuckin’ loving this! 

"0H RHANNON! You cry, but then she's gone and your life knows no answer." 

| stick the microphone back on the stand, and belt the words with a genuine grin. 

‘Baby! Your life knows no answer!" 

The deep vibrations of Nikki's bass are felt up and down my body, as | take a few steps away from the 
microphore.. l'm letting myself feel every ounce of the music around me.. | want to become one with it.. | don't 
want to think about anything else.. 

| just want to feel this.. 

| want to feel this moment 

My body sways slowly as Nikki and DJ chant.. 


"Rhiannon..." 


I'm allowing them to share this beautiful harmonic sound.. It's sending a majestical feeling through me, and | 


can feel it in my bones, all the way down to my soul. 


"Rhiannon..." 


My eyes are closed and every muscle in my body is relaxing.. Every note.. Every pitch.. Every word.. l'm 


letting it all seep in.. | want to hold onto all of them. 
| want to hold onto everything, 

'Rhannnnnnon.. 

| slowly walk back over to the microphone and sing softly, with my arms gently wrapped around myself. 
"Taken by... Taken by the sky... 


Even though my eyes are closed, | can feel DJ's presence.. His energy feels so close and | bet he's right next 
to me.. Nikki feels close too.. 


"Taken by... Taken by the sky..." 
| suddenly shoot my eyes open, preparing myself to repeat the line a third time, except this time | belt it. 
"TAKEN BY... TAKEN BY THE SKYYYY..." 


And now, | can say | was right. Nikki and DJ are on both sides of me. | use all of the energy that | absorbed 


from their passionate chants, and put it towards the powerful cry I'm about to let out. 
"WOAAAAAAAAH!" 


The note is held out for a while, and | feel everything releasing from my body. Every single worry that | had 
about being up here on stage is gone.. I'm not worrying about what our fans think of my appearance.. What 


they think of my body.. If they're wondering why | chose this song.. 
Nothing . 


I'm not thinking about any of that because immediately after | finish holding that note out, DJ starts his guitar 


solo.. 


The way that he shreds on that damn instrument gives off such an intense, unique, powerful energy that I've 
never gotten from any other guitarist that I've known. There's something about the way that DJ plays that's 
special.. | don't know what it is but | feel like this every single time he begins to strum the strings.. 


| make my way over to the tall keyboard so | can do the background notes. The combination of the keyboard, 
DJ's shredding, and Nikki's bass is just incredible. 


The three of us are huddled together and | feel a sense of safety and comfort.. Ecstasy, excitement, and 
freedom all flood through my body.. The way that DJ is smiling is giving me such a heartwarming feeling. 


| can't even express how relieved | feel to see him connected back to himself.. | missed seeing him so relaxed, 
and content.. Knowing that he's able to enjoy this moment without any anxiety or nightmares or flashbacks... No 
torment, torture, or internal pain.. That's just amazing, because this is what he deserves. He's needed this, 


and he's finally getting it. 
Thank god he's getting it. 


Playing the keyboard and having DJ right near me, head banging while shredding the shit outta his guitar, is 
giving me that same sense of connection that | felt on that pass with him.. I'm smiling so big right now. | just 
can't help it.. 


This is what I've been waiting for again.. I've been waiting to be able to feel this genuine sense of freedom.. 


Release.. Catharsis... 


| don't even realize that l'm closing my eyes now because all | can feel is the music around me. This is a 


moment that | don't want to end. 


The second that | hear DJ's guitar notes slow down, | slowly move away from the keyboard, so he can take my 
place.. | hear him beginning to play the melody that | just did, except it's much slower.. Nikki's bass blends in 
with the soothing keyboard notes.. 


| open my eyes and let my body sway, as | slowly move around the stage in a rhythmic pattern.. The longer 
that | let myself take in the sounds of the musical instruments, the more | start feeling like l'm floating in the 


clouds.. | almost feel like I'm transitioning into a trance-like state.. Where nothing is real.. 


| feel like l'm in a place where every single worry.. Every single frustration.. Every single ounce of pain.. Every 


single tormenting thought or emotion or fear.. They don't exist here. 

None of that exists. 

| almost don't feel like I'm up on stage with Nikki and DJ right now because l'm totally in a whole different 
world, but its a good one.. It's a world that | don't want to leave.. | want to stay here as long as | can. 


Before | realize it, | start rhythmically spinning.. | could swear | hear the screams of the audience mixing in 


with the keyboard, and the bass, and my own relaxation. My eyes are still closed and | almost feel like | can 


fly.. 
This is a level of peace that I've been longing to feel for a long time. 


Something within me realizes that its time to rejoin civilization My body floats back over to the microphone, 


and | grab it with gentle hands, allowing myself to release peaceful hums through the metal holes. 


‘Mhmmmm.... Mhmmmm...." 

My head moves back and forth as | let my own voice soothe me. 

"Mhmmmm..." 

Eyes still closed, | let my mouth move and allow the words to slip out without my control.. 
"Dreams unwind.. Love's a state of mind..." 


| feel like l'm in a dream.. The way my brain is relaxed and silent is something incredibly beautiful.. My arms 
start to sway slowly. 


"Dreams unwind.. Your love's a state of mind... 


DJ needs to join me in the world I'm in.. Although | feel relieved knowing he's feeling a sense of contentment 


now. | know he is.. | can feel it.. 
"Dreams unwind and love is hard to find..." 


| bet Nikki is looking at the both of us like a proud dad, but | can't see him.. My eyes are still shut but its 


only because | want to feel the music as much as | can.. 
"Dreams unwind... its still a state of mind." 


My voice suddenly strengthens and | open my eyes, taking in my surroundings. | can feel my body filling up 


with energy again. 

"DREAMS unwind and love's a state of mind!" 

| can hear someone screaming in the crowd.. FUCK YEAH! 
‘Dreams unwind, its still a state of mind!" 


My gaze moves to DJ and | can see him giving me an enthusiastic smile. | look to my other side and see Nikki 


giving me the same expression. Before | know it, | start waving my arms up in the air as | belt powerfully. 
"Take me lke the wind, BABY! Take me with the sky!" 


If | could stay the way I'm feeling right now forever, | would fuckin’ love it.. Staying with absolutely no worries, 


frustration or pain is a dream come true.. 


"TAKE ME LIKE THE WIND! BABY, TAKE ME WITH THE SKYYYYY!" 


My body vibrates with intensity and | suddenly grab the mic off of the stand. | reach my arm out to the 


audience as | prepare to release all of my emotion through the notes I'm about to belt. 
‘All the same!" 

‘All the same!" 

"All the same!" 

"RHANNON!" 


My eyes are widening, as | sing louder. My body is getting hot. | can feel a bead of sweat falling down my 
face so | rip off the white jacket I'm wearing, leaving me in just my white tank top. 


"All the same!" 
"All the same!" 
"All the same!" 
"Now would you take me with you to the sky?!" 


My body is shaking with so much passion and ecstasy right now. | can feel my veins bulging in my neck 
because of the intensity. DJ is jumping around. 


"ts all the same!" 
"ALL the same!" 
"RHIANNON!" 


Nikki is making one of his signature faces as he slams his bass. | don't realize how much l'm moving around 


now.. It's just happening naturally. 
The music is guiding me. 

All the SAME!" 

"ALL THE SAME!" 


"ALL THE SAME!" 


"NOW PLEASE JUST TAKE ME WITH YOU TO THE SKY!" 


The release that I'm getting from this experience is bringing upon emotions that l'm allowing myself to feel... l'm 
actually letting myself feel them, because with music | feel safe. 


"DREAMER!" 
"TRY HARD!" 


"YOU WONT LEAVE HER!" 


| feel tears starting to well in my eyes through my growling screams, but they're bittersweet tears. My face 


is getting soaked from my sweat, my arms are shooting forward, and | feel my heart racing. 
"DREAMER" 

"YOURE A DREAMER!" 

"TRY HARDI" 

"YOU CANT LEAVE HERI" 

You know why? Do you know why I'm emotional right now? 

| never realized the connection with this part of the song.. 

"DREAMER" 

"SLY DREAMER!" 

"TRY HARDI" 


As much as I've tried to push everyone away and convince them that | didn't need any help, and that | didn't 
deserve help.. They never left. 


| tried to get DJ and Nikki to leave me so many times.. I've refused their love and comfort because of 
everything inside of me telling me that there was no part of such a worthless person that deserved any of 
that good stuff. 

"NOW JUST TAKE ME WITH YOU TO THE SKY!" 


No matter how much | begged them.. Pleaded with them.. Cried to them to stop helping me.. They dia’ 


They never left. 
They're stil here. 


| don't even realize that my own tears are dripping down my face, because they're mixed with my sweat. No 


one else knows because of my sunglasses, but | know. 

| know how cathartic this whole experience has been 

As | let out one last growl, | hold it out for as long as | can.. My body is trembling.. The audience's screams 
are piercing.. | can feel DJ and Nikki's arms wrapping around me.. and for the first time in a long time, | don't 
resist. 

For the first time in my life, | genuinely accept the comfort. 

For the first time, I'm accepting that | need love. 


I'm accepting that | deserve it. 


| allow myself to be blanketed in compassion, and | feel safe being secured in both of their tight embraces. 
My eyes close and | feel the stage lights dim, along with all of my doubts, worries, and fears. 


"Thank you...” 
| manage to speak through the microphone, my voice laced with pure emotion and gratitude. 


The jubilant screeches of the crowd follow my words, and | know for a fact that | will have that sound 


ingrained in my soul for as long as | live.. 


| will never take this life for granted ever again 


Find The Places That Scare You 


Author's Notes: 
**Reposting this chapter because after the site went down yesterday and came back up, it disappeared (along 
with the reviews Ẹ recs) 00 


TIMEFRAME: 

James is IN treatment, but out on a pass.. | would say this takes place a little after the sequel ("You Have 
Come To The Right Place") left off (as of right now). He's doing well enough to be able to go on passes to the 
outside.. but still has his struggles.. which is typical in recovery.. 


Side Note: If you've read "You Have Come To The Right Place", you know that Ensure is the high calorie 
supplement drink that James is given if he can't finish his food (or to supplement his high meal plan.. cause 


weight restoration.. fun times). 


*** WARNINGS FOR THIS SCENE*** 
Mention of specific ED behaviors, distorted thinking, anxiety/panic attacks, dissociation 


Walgreens Pharmacy, Los Angeles 
JAMES'S PON. 
Being in the outside world can feel conflicting at times.. 


| know it probably sounds a little crazy to hear that considering I've been stuck in treatment for so long.. You 


would think that | would be so excited to get out whenever | can. Don't get me wrong.. | am . 


Whenever l'm allowed out on passes it's a great feeling. Whenever l'm told that | can do more exposures or 
challenges, it means that my treatment team trusts me enough to be able to hold myself accountable for 


things.. At the same time, it's fuckin’ hard. 


l'm at the pharmacy right now because whenever l'm allowed at home for a day or even a few days, Nikki and 
DJ always make sure to keep Ensure in my house. | know.. | know.. What wonderful pals | have.. 


Look.. I'm not gonna pretend | don't hear the sarcasm in my words right now because that would be a lie. 
There's just this certain association with Ensure that you develop when you've been forced to drink the damn 


stuff over and over again for a prolonged period of time.. 


If there's any one universal symbol of eating disorder treatment.. It's Ensure. 


| feel like most people who probably walk down the aisles and see the stuff probably think of old people.. But | 
don't. 


| just think of treatment 


Honestly, there's way too many reminders of what I'm going through whenever | go to a freakin’ pharmacy. 


It's not just the Ensure.. 


I've spent my fair amount of time exploring pharmacy aisles.. When | was at my worst, | would pace up and 
down the aisles with food, but | never bought any of it.. | would just stand there, observing every box of 
cereal.. Every cookie, granola bar, chip, frozen meal.. | would walk around and scan the nutrition labels even 
though there was almost never even a point considering that | already memorized the calories of every fuckin’ 


food | saw.. 


Sometimes | would get nervous that an employee was gonna think | was stealing stuff.. | totally wasn't. | was 
just pacing around like a lunatic because my brain was so starved and my body literally dragged me to the 


store as a way of saying FEED ME! | need food! | NEED FOOD-' 


My body was trying to talk to me but | never listened to it.. It was trying to tell me to feed it, because it was 
shutting down, but my brain was too far gone into the depths of my own addiction that | just couldn't see 
that. There was no way that | could connect to my rational side when | was in that deep.. | couldn't even 


connect to myself. 


The only times that | would end up buying food was when | knew | would end up binging and purging it.. If | ever 
bought food, | never kept it down.. | bought it but then | ended up in some public bathroom doing the nasties .. | 
would sneak my way in there pretending to be nonchalant, as if | wasn't about to go stuff myself and barf my 


guts out.. In the back of my head | would be praying that no one would come in and hear me. 
We all know that there were times when people did hear me, but let's just not go into that right now. 


Please.. It's hard enough being here right now.. It's hard enough because as much as | enjoy Nikki and DJ's 
company, it doesn't take away the fact that I'm surrounded by multiple triggers that | can't escape from. 


| can't just pretend that | don't see all of the protein powder containers.. The ones that | desperately searched 
for and relied on when all of this started.. The ones that | would obsess over and plan my food around because 
| was convinced that | would lose all of my muscle that | built for the tour if | didn't eat enough protein.. I'l 
never forget a few weeks before we hit the road when | was freaking out at this same exact pharmacy 
because | was terrified that they would be out of the specific brand and flavor of the protein powder that | 
was using.. | never would have ended up here if | was able to have what | originally planned for lunch.. Of 
course it would have involved copious amounts of protein, but it was real food.. It would have been a chicken 
salad but | didn't realize that | ate the chicken the night before, and that's when my eating disorder brain went 


right into panic mode. 


It's almost like | was convinced that it would have been the end of the world if | didn't eat something with the 
same exact nutrition information as the salad.. That's why | ended up searching high and low for stupid protein 


powder. | couldn't have protein in real food, so the powder was my life saver. 


As ridiculous as | know it was, | can't help but still feel tempted to grab a container of the stuff and buy it.. | 
hate how manipulative and sneaky my brain can be.. I'm doing so much better but it's little things like this that 
| know | have to be careful about. | need to because | know myself... | know that if | buy the protein powder 
and use it today, I'll want to use it the next day, and the day after that, and the day after that. Before | 
know it, I'll be counting up the grams of protein | had for each meal and I'll be making sure that | eat that 
same amount every day.. if not more.. But after a while, that won't be enough and I'll end up needing more, and 


more, and more- 

"James?" 

| feel myself jump at Nikki's voice and | snap my head around to see him giving me a concerned, yet skeptical 
expression. | can't help but feel slight embarrassment because | know that he probably senses that something 
is up.. He reads me like a book | mean.. How can he not? 

Even when | don't open up to him, he knows. He's a recovering addict.. He will always know. 

| hate that he knows, though.. Even though he'll never judge me, its still humiliating.. It's humiliating because | 
wish | was just normal. | wish | wasn't obsessing over this shit.. | wish | could switch myself back to the way 
things were before any of this crap started.. But honestly, even then | wasn't dealing with my demons.. | was 
just using different things to try to cope with them. 

"Whatcha doin’ in this aisle, buddy?" 

Fuck .. DJ too?! 

Goddammit! 

| can't get away with anything around these two. 

| suddenly feel myself wanting to crumble to the ground because this is so embarrassing. | don't though.. | 
just stay in my spot but | force a smile, doing my best to just shrug off the fact that | was this close to 


grabbing a container of protein powder and bringing it back to my place. 


"| was just lookin." A light laugh escapes my lips which just makes me cringe.. It probably sounds so fake . 
"Just got kinda distracted, sorry-" 


"James... 


| feel a hand on my shoulder and my body tenses up. The look on Nikki's face is full of suspicion but also 


genuine empathy.. Empathy that makes me want to retreat and run away. 


"Look.". A sigh escapes his lips and he speaks in a hushed tone. "I know how tempting it feels, alright.. But ya 
gotta connect to that healthy side of your brain. This is the perfect time to challenge those urges-" 


Nikki. Not here! My god of all places, please don’t have this talk with me in a fuckin’ pharmacy! There are 
PEOPLE HERE- 


I's in this moment when | suddenly feel uneasy wondering if anyone here recognizes me right now.. I've had 
my sunglasses on the whole time but now I'm tempted to pull the hood of my sweatshirt jacket over my head 
to hide myself even more.. Its so difficult having a job in the public eye but then dealing with this shit... | 
never openly told our fans what's going on.. They probably have so many assumptions.. God.. | don't even want 
to think about any of this right now.. | already have shit to worry about, like Nikki trying to talk me into 
connecting to my healthy self in the middle of a freakin’ pharmacy! 


| force myself to swallow my resistance because | don't want to make a scene but fuck if | don't feel even 


more embarrassed right now then! don't know what | feel. 


| know he's not saying this to me to make me feel bad.. | know he's trying to help. He's being Nikki.. He's being 
blunt but supportive.. And man, the addict in me just hates that. 


The rational part of me decides that | just need to act like an adult and suck up the fact that I'm being called 
out.. | just need to deal with it, put it behind me, and move on However, the perfectionist in me almost feels 
pissed off because l'm being called out on making a mistake. 

I'm making a mistake in recovery.. Part of me thinks that if I'm in recovery | shouldn't be having these stupid 
thoughts or urges anymore and that | should be doing everything perfectly with no struggles. I'm also way 
smarter than that and | know that it's impossible for recovery to be a straight line.. | mean, come on 

Look at how many slips and struggles I've been having.. lm the last person here who should be assuming that 
everything should be an upward slope.. And plus, | would never tell that to anyone else. Dammit! | would be 
concerned for others if they weren't struggling in recovery.. 

Of course my brain doesn't like to apply any of that to myself because l'm.. different 

Yeah.. It's bullshit 

Sometimes bullshit is hard to challenge though. 


Despite all of the noise going on in my head, | still force myself to nod at Nikki, while speaking softly so no one 


else in the store can hear me. 


"I know..". | bite my lip out of uneasiness and embarrassment. "It's just hard sometimes, man." 
"Of course it is.. It's supposed to be." 


Nikki cracks a smile and | just cringe because he's right. It is supposed to be hard. 


After a few more minutes of wandering around the store and totally trying to avoid the fact that | still need 
to buy Ensure, reality hits me.. and it hits me in the form of DJ's voice. 


"Alright dude..". His smile is childlike and excited, as he stares at the bottles in wonder. "Which flavor?" 


| hate how my stomach is dropping just by looking at every fuckin’ bottle of Ensure right now.. It's like.. damn 
. You would think that by now | wouldn't feel so paralyzed being in front of the stuff when | have to gulp it 
down at least twice a day.. Even if | complete all of my food, | stil! need to drink the stuff because of how high 
my meal plan is.. Apparently | still have a ways to go with gaining weight and I'm not even close to my set 
point yet.. | hate Ensure but damn, | can't imagine being forced to eat all of the calories in food... | really don't 
think my stomach would be able to handle it.. | don't think | would be able to finish it on time.. Scratch that.. 


there's no way | would. 

That would be mpossble. 

"Hey.. Earth to James..." 

| blink a few times and see DJ giving me a concerned look, and fuck.. | spaced out again. Jesus, it's humiliating 


how much it happens but my mind is always going a mile a minute and it just pushes me farther and farther 


away from reality.. 

"Dude." 

"Shit, l'm sorry man-", 

| shake my head in an attempt to snap myself back, but it's no use. l'm just tempted to run away even more 
now because | know that DJ knows my head is probably not cooperating.. He's still just looking at me with his 
eyebrows raised, as he hesitantly waves his arms in a circle around all the Ensure bottles. 


"Is up to you dude.. You gotta drink it so you might as well pick!" 


He's smiling wide and | bet he's trying to be funny.. He's trying to make me feel less anxious by being comical 


but damn, DJ.. It's not working right now and | hate to say that.. 


It's not working. 


You know.. It would be so much easier if there was just one type of Ensure but nooo.. Of course that's not 
the case because let's just make things way more difficult than they need to be, right?! Yeah yeah | know.. 
The sarcasm's coming out but what else is new? DJ's coping mechanism is humor. Well, mine is sarcasm.. 


Well, at least self deprecating sarcasm.. 

And | get it.. | drink Ensure on a daily basis but seeing it in a store is just so different | It's not like | don't 
know the calories of the fuckin’ stuff, but when | see it all lined up in an aisle, its just so easy to get tempted 
to turn all of the bottles around and read all of the numbers.. | ask myself what the point would even be, but 
that part of me just gets put on the back burner.. Of course it does because | have a fuckin’ eating disorder 
and that little parasite just likes to come out and play in the most inconverient times. 

Times like now. 

I'm just staring at all of them.. | haven't taken my eyes off of them and | know DJ is probably just bugging out 
right now but he's not saying anything... l'm probably embarrassing him even though | haven't said a word. The 
way I'm analyzing every fuckin bottle is ridiculous. 

Fuck there are so many bottles 

Fuck. 

Ensure. 

Ensure Plus 

Ensure High Protein 

Ensure Glucose Control 

Ensure Clear 

| know that in treatment the only ensures l'm allowed to have are Ensure and Ensure Plus .. Sometimes | 
wonder if I've been given the higher calorie one without knowing.. Fuck.. | know that's probably not true and 
that the staff would never trick me like that but | can't help but feel anxious now just thinking about the 
possibility.. Sure, | have to gain weight and they probably want to make sure it happens fast and fuck fuck fuck 
fuck FUCK- 


"James?" 


My heart is racing now and | can feel my body getting hot.. This is so humiliating but | can't help it. Now l'm 


freaking out and it's for such a dumb reason but it feels real to me. 


It fuckin’ feels real 

"James? Hey, dude.. What's goin’ on?" 

Whats going on?! What's going on?! How can you ask me that when Im just standing in front of a ridiculous 
amount of Ensure bottles and there's so fuckin many and I cant help but wonder if Im given more calories than | 
need and FUCK DJ WHY THE HELL ARE YOU ASKING ME THS?! ARE YOU KIDDING ME?! 

You have no idea! 

YOU HAVE NO FREAKIN IDEA- 

My eyes are bugging out and | can't even answer the poor guy. | know he's probably freaking out inside 
because he is having to witness me on the verge of going into a panic, as if he hasn't had to deal with enough 
shit from me. Now he has this too.. 

Why hasn't he just given up already?! 

"James." 

Nikki? 

Oh god can this get even worse?! 

"What's going on, James?" 

My body is just tensing up now and all | can do is shake my head because how am | supposed to tell either of 
them the shit that's going on right now? How am | supposed to just admit that I'm overwhelmed by bottles of 
caloric liquid that | have to fuckin’ drink every day?! 

HOW THE FUCK AM | SUPPOSED TO JUST NONCHALANTLY SAY THAT?! 

"Here, James, let's just grab a few bottles and we can go home-" 


No! 


| immediately flinch as | feel DJ's hand on my shoulder as | see Nikki about to grab a bottle. Something in me 
suddenly pulls away and before | know it, | start grabbing the bottles from the top shelf.. 


The Ensure High Protein 


Why am | doing this? Don't even fuckin’ ask.. | know that's not what I'm supposed to be having. | know that 


rationally I'm not given that kind in treatment because it has more protein than the others which means it 


doesn't have enough carbs.. and I'm always reminded of how important carbs are.. | get it. | know .. | need 
carbs but they still freak me out and protein still feels safe for some reason 


Protein still feels like its my saving grace when everything is crumbling down. 


| can't even help myself. Despite all of the rationale | have, my impulses always get the best of me and that's 
why I'm grabbing those bottles.. Okay.. | only grabbed one but stil. 


| can't help it. 


My body feels like it's still in some kind of survival mode. l'm panicked inside and l'm almost seeing some kind 


of tunnel vision.. All I'm focused on are the freakin! bottles, and the flavors, and the numbers. 

| don't realize that | actually haven't moved from my spot. The bottle is still in my hand but | feel frozen 
now. l'm just about to throw it in our cart but | can't because before | know it, | feel Nikki taking the bottle 
from me, and DJ is giving me a super skeptical expression, whilst squeezing my free hand in a grounding 


fashion. 


"James." Nikki's voice is full of suspicion but I'm almost too anxious to even give a shit. "lm pretty sure this 


isn't the type of Ensure you're supposed to be having." 
Yeah no fuckin’ shit! 
How'd you know?! 


My body is slightly trembling out of pure uneasiness but | try to hide it. I'm doing a horrible job and | know 
it.. DJ is rubbing little circles into my hand and | just want to pull away because god this is HUMILIATING. 


l'm starting to feel boxed in now but | can't do anything about it. Why do my emotions go from zero to one 
hundred so fuckin fast?! God, | hate when this happens and what's even worse is that the tiniest things can 
set it offl None of it is predictable so | never know when it's coming! 

It sucks 

| don't even realize that Nikki grabbed a pack of the normal Ensure until DJ starts leading me out of the aisle.. 
| can hardly hear the noises around me, yet everything sounds so loud at the same time. | feel like l'm 
floating into a dark abyss, yet | could totally crash down at any moment from the pure anxiety I'm feeling. 


l'm going back and forth from both ends of the pendulum. | can't even control it.. 


Everything feels unreal 


Its only once | feel a gush of cold wind hit my face that | know l'm outside.. It's pathetic that it takes 


something so intense and extreme to snap me out of an episode of dissociative paric.. 


Everything feels so weird right now. | feel half here but the cold sensation is too strong for me to be able to 


drift away.. My body is trembling from underneath my heavy sweatshirt, and | can feel someone squeezing my 


hand. | don't need to look up to know that it's DJ.. 


"You with me, dude?" His voice is soft and gentle but his tone is grounding. | don't even want to know what 


the hell happened in the store that | don't remember.. How much of a fool did | make out of myself? 
"Give me a signal that you can hear me, alright?" 


| can hear him.. | just don't feel right but how am | supposed to say that to him? | probably freaked him the 
fuck out in there.. 


| shiver as | pull my hood up to my head and blink a few times to try to focus my vision.. H's so dark outside.. 


How long were we even in the store? 
What the fuck even happened?! 
"James?" 


DJ's voice has a tint of urgency in it now and | immediately squeeze his hand to let him know l'm fine.. Okay, 


well... I'm not fine but at least he'll know I'm semi present, right? 
lm okay DJ.". My voice sounds uneasy but weak.. exhausted .. "I'm just.. l'm gonna sit down for a sec.." 


| slowly lower myself down to the ground and lean my back against the building with my knees to my chest, as 
DJ moves himself into the same position, while keeping his hand on mine. | suddenly feel fatigued but that 
sense of uneasiness is still there. | close my eyes for a few moments, trying to center myself and | can feel 
DJ putting his arm around my back.. I'm almost grateful for that because sometimes anxiety and dissociation 


makes me feel really dizzy afterwards.. 

It's freaky. 

My body is trembling because of how cold it feels outside.. Honestly, who the hell knows if it's even as cold as 
it feels.. | shiver immensely after anxiety attacks and plus my body can't get its shit together. DJ squeezes 


me tighter, and soon enough | feel him putting his jacket over my shoulders. 


| know you're probably freezin' dude.. But | brought you out here to try to get ya back.. Anxiety's a mind 
fuck.. God , do | know... 


"Yeah...". | take a shaky breath as | pull out my pack of cigarettes and put one in my mouth. "It fuckin’ is...". A 
chill runs up my body as | light it, but the flame brings a slight sense of warmth to my face that feels like 


it's frozen. 


| immediately start taking long drags, allowing the smoke to fill my lungs.. The smoke that brings a sense of 
calm to my ever tense and high strung body.. My high strung mind. 


Fuck , | know | need to stop.. Its so hard.. Its so fuckin’ hard when it feels like every ounce of relief is taken 
from you.. Every ounce of safety and comfort that you got from your addiction is stripped from you and you 
can't cope.. Its so bad for me. | know that.. I've known that since the second that | started smoking again.. But 
god damn ...|'\l quit eventually but now | just can't. 


| know that DJ understands in a way.. | know he hates when | do it and | hate myself right now because | know 
he's probably upset.. but he's not saying anything. | have a feeling that he understands.. He knows the relief it 
brings.. Apparently he knows that | went into a panic.. He freakin’ brought me out here to try to ground me.. 


God.. l'm so fucked up. 
"You know.. l'm proud of you, man.. | can't imagine how hard that must have been for you in there." 


| immediately let out a hitched breath as | hear those words come out of DJ's mouth because fuck.. The last 
thing | feel right now is pride.. | made a fuckin’ fool out of myself and freaked out over buying Ensure .. And 
he's saying he's proud of me?! 


"I know you probably don't believe me but it's true..". He squeezes me tighter and | force myself to nod my 
head even though | don't agree in the slightest. 


"Thanks Dv." 


My voice sounds fragile and soft.. | feel so small and scared and pathetic, but unfortunately I'm so used to 
feeling this way.. It's become a horrible normal... 


The longer that | stay sitting here, taking drags of the cigarette, the calmer and more grounded l'm feeling... Of 
course | don't feel at 100% but I'm way better than | was when | first got out here.. | don't even know how 
long we've been outside, but | realize it must have been for at least five minutes because before | know it, l'm 


putting out my cigarette, and now | have another one in my mouth.. 
It's like a fuckin’ automatic action.. | don't even think.. 
I'm just about to flick my lighter on, but | stop myself once | start to make out someone's footsteps. | don't 


even realize that it's Nikki until | feel a hand on my shoulder and see the loving expression on his face. | jump 


a bit at the touch but the circle that DJ is rubbing into my hand is easing me.. 


"How are you doing?" Nikki's eyes are full of empathy, as he lowers himself down to the ground “You feelin’ a 


little better?" 


A huge shiver shakes my body, which makes me curl into myself a tiny bit. | take the unlit cigarette out of 


my mouth, as | force myself to slowly nod my head.. 


"Is okay if you're not okay, James.. You can be honest.. You don't have to always put on the front that 
everything's fine." 


Nikki's statement suddenly triggers my tear ducts and now l'm freezing up internally because it's bad enough 
that this whole episode happened in a public place but now I'm about to fuckin’ cry in public? 


No no no no NO- 


| suddenly find myself curling into myself out of pure embarrassment and shame.. | hate how obvious it is 
when | try to conceal everything but at the same time.. God .. Deep down | feel horrible and exhausted.. | just 
want to stop feeling this way. 


‘It's... H's so fuckin’ hard." | cringe when | hear my voice crack at the end of that sentence, but now | need to 
get it out, even though it feels like itll kill me. "I wish it wasn't..". My voice is quiet and fragile. "| hate how 
loud my mind still is.” 


"| know, James... 


| can feel Nikki giving my hand a squeeze and tense up a bit at the compassion in his voice. He takes a breath 
as he looks at me, eyes full of wisdom and nurture. "That's the nature of an addiction.. Your brain is gonna 
latch onto any little trigger that it finds and its gonna try to use that in any way that it can to make you 
give in" His eyes widen which make them look piercing, but his voice has that loving tone to it. "It'll use it 


against you and spit out lies to trick you.. You know these lies, James." 


| close my eyes and nod my head, slowly, as | speak.. My words are laced with frustration mixed with 
exhaustion. "You're right.. | know you're right but fuck.. If it's not so goddamn frustrating!" My face 
scrunches up as | shoot my eyes open. "I mean, come on! How long have | been trying to fight this now?! 


This shouldn't still be happening—" 
" Dude!" 


| can't even finish before DJ's voice cuts through. | can hear the exasperation but he lets out a light laugh, 
while rubbing my back. "You can't rush recovery. You can't expect to get better from something overnight 
when you didn't develop it in a day..". | see him shaking his head as he gives me a warm smile. "You're working 
so freakin’ hard and you deserve to acknowledge that." He gently turns my head so l'm looking at him in the 


eyes. 


"Give yourself some grace..." 
y g 


Its so hard! How am I supposed fo give myself ‘grace" when Ive fucked so much shit up and Im stil not over it?! 
Come on! Do you both hear yourselves right now?! 


Youre being ridiculous! 


"Exposures are fuckin’ tough, and you just did a huge one.. Being sheltered in treatment and then being 
surrounded by all of the things that you've been forced to resist is hard |" 


Nikki's voice is adamant but the thoughts in my head are even more so.. I'm trying to listen to him.. Im frying. 


"But you know what? It's not always gonna be this hard." He squeezes my hand tighter and | turn my head to 


face him. 


"The more that you expose yourself to the things that scare you, the easier they'll get.. You just have to be 
patient... You have to let yourself feel the fear." 


His words are hitting me so hard.. | wish it was easy.. | wish it was easy.. 

"You gotta feel the fear but do the opposife .. Do the opposite of what your fuckin’ brain is tellin you to do...” 
As much as | hate to hear the truth at times, | know that everything he's saying is right.. Recovery is 
supposed to be hard, and exposures are supposed to be hard, but the more that | do them, the easier they'll 
become. 

The more | do the opposite of what's safe , the sooner I'll realize that it's not unsafe.. 


Change is scary but it doesn't mean it's unsafe. 


"You went in there and you exposed yourself, and sure maybe you had some anxiety but look at you... You 


survived You came out alive..." 


| feel a huge wave of exhaustion hit me harder than ever, and l'm too freakin’ tired to say anything.. As much 


as | want to shrug everything off.. | don't. 
| don't because deep down | know.. 
Deep down | know that there's some part of me that has the strength to do this.. even if | can't see it yet. 


Hopefully one day | will 


Manic Malfunction 


Author's Notes: 
Was gonna update this yesterday (| planned to do it weekly on Wednesday nights), but | was so exhausted and 
didn't even have a scene from my compilation picked out.. So I'm giving this to you tonight! | chose it on a 


whim, so | hope you like it... | remember having a fun time when | wrote it in December! 


TIMEFRAME: James is in treatment, so this would take place somewhere in "You Have Come To The Right 
Place"... | don't have exact details (| wasn't thinking about the timeframe when | wrote it), but | would say since 
James is allowed out on pass, it would be a bit after where | left off in YHCTHRP... (or even where | left off.) 
Either way, he is still in treatment. That's the important part herel 


WARNINGS: descriptions of mania / bipolar disorder, eating disorder thoughts, impulsivity, panic 


JAMES'S PON: 
Bipolar Disorder is a weird thing.. 


The chemicals in my brain are so screwed up, and | know that there's nothing that | can do about it besides 
stay regimented and consistent with my meds, but damn , sometimes | really think its my own fault that my 
brain is like this. | know it's not.. | know it's purely a chemical imbalance and it's something that | have 
absolutely no control over, and | never have, but its frustrating. Its frustrating that it seems unpredictable. 
Even though I've become way more aware of the things that trigger certain episodes, there's still an aspect of 


unpredictability... 


Most of the time I'm pretty aware of when an episode is coming on.. There are always tell-tale signs to look 
out for, and since I've been dealing with this for a long time, | recognize those signs. Sometimes however, 
there's a tiny part of me that starts denying it.. There's a part of my brain that convinces me that I'm not 
having an episode and that I'm completely fine. Its funny to say it out loud because it's so damn obvious when 


l'm manic... 
Think about it. 


Everyone can basically see through me at this point when it comes to my bipolar and honestly, | don't blame 
people for questioning me when | start denying.. Mania is insane.. It makes me feel crazy a lot of the time 
because of the sudden increase of adrenaline and energy that | feel like | have.. It's not just a burst of energy 
though.. Most of the time it comes with other consequences... And I'm saying consequences becouse although 


most people think of mania as euphoni , that's not always the case. 


Oftentimes, it's way more than that. 


Mania for me is an elevated emotion, no matter what the emotion is. It could be happiness, or euphoria.. It can 
be frustration, anger, or irritability. It can be giddiness, or excitement.. Because of the intensity of these 
emotions, there's a lot of impulsivity that comes along with being manic.. Every decision | make is based on an 
emotion.. There's no rational thinking involved because my brain is going way too fast to be able to even find 
logic.. It can't take the time to comprehend or think deeply into things because it's too busy going from one 
thing to another. 


Think about it this way.. Being manic feels like your brain is a computer and it has over fifty tabs open all at 
the same time. My thoughts become incredibly unorganized, and my mind races. It races so fuckin’ fast that 
| feel like | can't even keep track of anything that goes on up there.. And since there's so much going on, | 
become easily forgetful. I'll blank out on certain things, or sometimes they'll just go in one ear and out the 


other. 


| could be having a conversation with someone and get completely lost in the topic.. Or I'll switch topics and 
totally forget what | was saying before.. Or | go through so many fuckin’ topics that the person I'm talking to 
gets ridiculously confused.. They'll be staring at me blankly, not knowing how to continue on, because I'll be too 


busy going off about something completely unrelated to what we were talking about in the first place. 


The point I'm trying to make is that mania is wacky, and | do some pretty crazy things when I'm manic.. and 

| know when l'm manic.. However, what | forgot to mention is that a lot of times mania includes delusions .. and | 
don't want to freak anyone out because l'm not saying l'm psychotic. l'm talking about the delusions where l'm 
convinced that I'm not manic, even though rationally | know when I'm in the midst of an episode, there's always 


that tiny part of my brain that likes to brush things off.. 
| bet you've never heard anything like that from me beforel 


lve been known to minimize everything I'm going through.. My feelings, emotions, experiences.. Unfortunately 
that's just become the norm for me and everyone knows it.. H's just that when I'm manic, that habit of mine 


just escalates even more, and it's even harder for me to stop it. 


| really feel bad for the people who have to be around me when l'm in these kinds of head-spaces because | 
know for a fact that it must be so fuckin’ hard to deal with. Bipolar Disorder is a piece of work and it's a 
freakin’ mess.. It's a mess for me but | can't imagine how messy it feels for the others who just witness it.. | 
think about all of the times that DJ and Nikki have helped me through episodes, despite me brushing them off 
or trying to convince them that | didn’t need help... | think about my ex-wife, my girlfriends, my family.. How 
fuckin’ draining and freaky it must have been for them to deal with me.. 


Poor DJ got the wrath on a recent pass | was on.. It was only a few days ago but man, talk about my mania 


driving people nuts.. This had to be one of the weirdest bouts of it.. 


Three days earler: 


l'm so happy that | made my pass this weekend.. l'm not gonna lie, | was a little nervous that | wouldn't, 
because Eliza's been increasing my meal plan like crazy which means my weight has been doing some pretty 
wacky things... as if thats a fuckin’ shock We all know my body's still trying to rebel against me for 
everything I've done to it, so it's not like | wasn't expecting it.. but by some miracle, | actually met the weight 


contingency, so here | am.. 


Its been a beautiful day.. The sun is out, the temperature is warm, and for me that's a big deal because | still 
can't seem to regulate my own body temperature despite gaining weight.. lim still always freakin’ cold when | 
really shouldn't be. Its aggravating but I've almost become used to it. | haven't had that problem today 
though so that's leaving me pretty satisfied. 


DJ picked me up from the center, and we went to my house first just to get some things together... Nikki was 
with his family so he couldn't hang with us, but that's Totally fine. Its not like | won't ever see him, and plus, | 
know he has a life of his own. He doesn't need to be catering to my stupid treatment needs all the time.. DJ, 
however, is always very adamant about staying with me when I'm allowed on passes.. The dude is like a little 
guard dog.. Of course | know why.. He's scared.. | know he cares about me and everything we've been through 
left scars on him.. I've known this for a while but damn, it doesn't get any easier to think about it.. | don't 


think it ever will. 


The point is, me and DJ have spent the day together today and its been pretty fuckin’ awesome.. We both 
decided we wanted to do something different than just chillin’ in my house so we spontaneously took a little 


ride into a funky part of Los Angeles. 


DJ was gonna drive but for some reason | was feelin’ a little adventurous. | suggested that we just take public 


transit, so we ended up hopping on the closest bus and we were well on our way. 


The two of us were making jokes for the whole ride, and | was in such a good mood.. We were just laughing and 
flicking each other like little kids.. | kept looking out the window at all of the stores and scenery around me 
because damn .. Being in treatment really makes me miss my home.. Whenever l'm out on pass | cherish the 
atmosphere that I'm surrounded by as much as | can because | know it won't last forever. One day it will, but 


for the time being.. no. It's okay though.. | know the time will eventually come. 


| was getting so distracted that | almost missed our stop, but luckily | caught it in time. We ended up needing 
to take two more buses to get where we wanted to go, but it was fine. In fact, | found it to be way more fun 


and adventurous that way.. | felt such a rush.. A good kind of "high." 


Traveling anywhere for me just brings good memories.. Even though most people know I'm a big hermit, 
Touring is what got me out of that comfort zone.. It forced me to open myself up to others and explore 
surroundings and cultures outside of my own. Of course when | first started, it was nerve wracking and | felt 
uncomfortable, but as the time went on, | grew to love it and now whenever | travel, it just gives me that 


sensation.. It gives me that touring "high". Even though taking three buses into the city isn't even remotely 


close to touring, just the act of traveling reminds me of how fun those times were.. Again, being locked up in a 


facility really makes you appreciate the little things in life a whole lot more than you usually would. 


That's why passes are such a big deal for me. | feel like | get to reconnect to some of the aspects of my life 
before this shit happened.. | get to feel like myself again, even if | can't fully.. 


Once we made it to our destination, | got off the bus and just took in everything around me. | felt such an 
exciting sense of freedom! The two of us walked around for a while, just going in and out of stores that we 


passed.. We went to a few record stores and goofed off as always. 


Eventually | needed to grab a snack, so we went to a funky coffee shop, which of course is always a fun time 
for me. Anything involving caffeine is a good time.. especially since l'm deprived of the real stuff in 

treatment. Its funny.. | always take advantage of my passes to load up on caffeine, but then when | get back 
to the center, all of the staff can tell that I'm highly caffeinated. There's a protocol that's put into place 
where we have to get our vitals taken when we come back from a pass, and part of me understands why.. If 
your blood pressure is normally on the lower side, and it suddenly spikes up after being in the outside world, 
its no surprise that you'll be asked if you had any coffee while you were out. It happens every single time, 
but you know what? It's okay! | know that every freakin’ patient there does the same damn thing, and the 
staff don't care. Passes are meant to be fun, and they're meant to challenge you.. You're allowed to have 
coffee if you want. You're allowed to do that as long as you eat too, and you don't use the caffeine in place of 


food. 
Obviously . 


I'm not gonna lie here.. Caffeine does suppress my appetite and there's been times where I've wanted to take 
advantage of it in that way.. It might have happened today.. but in the end | usually fight it. I'll still drink the 
coffee AND I'll force myself to follow, or fry to follow, my meal plan to the best of my ability. That's all that 
matters really. | know that no one expects perfection from me, even if | expect perfection from myself, which 


isn't a good thing and l'm working on it. I'm getting off track.. 


Anyway.. | had a snack at a coffee shop, along with my coffee, which was delicious, as always.. The snack was 
a little challenging but | got through it. DJ was enthusiastic about it which helped.. He had a snack too, which 
also helped. 


We spent some more time wandering around the city and just chatting about stuff.. It felt good. It felt like 
some of the good times that we had before any of this, and | was just trying to take in every ounce of it that 
| could. Before | knew it, it was almost lunchtime, and of course | wanted to scream because it felt like | had 


just shoved the snack down my throat, but DJ assured me that it would be fine and that he would be with 


me... 


Although so much of the time | push away everyone's help, | know deep down that | need it, and it helps. It 
really really does, and I'm so incredibly grateful for the support | get even when I'm being a real big pain in the 


Oss. 


DJ asked what sounded good to eat, but honestly nothing really did at that point. For some reason all food was 
freaking me out, so we just wandered into the nearest restaurant that we saw. We settled into the place and | 


looked at the menu, as | started fidgeting in my seat.. 


Now don't get me wrong here. | was anxious, but | also know that I'm definitely a little manic today.. The whole 
time we've been out, I've been jittery and antsy, and I've been having trouble focusing. So, it wasn't surprising 
that it took me a while to try to decide what | was gonna eat, not just because of my anxiety but also since | 
couldn't comprehend what | was reading. Once | started looking at all of the options, my mind immediately 


started racing and before | knew it, | was trapped in a crazy tornado of obsessions, numbers, and calculations.. 


DJ was being a completely normal person, looking at the menu, choosing a food and then waiting for me.. But 
then there | was, analyzing the menu like | was a mad scientist, desperately trying to calculate the number of 
calories | would be eating, and trying to figure out if it would be accurate to the food that | ate at the 
center.. Would it meet my meal plan? Would the portions be the same? Would they be bigger? Smaller? 
Would the food be cooked exactly the way it was said on the menu or would the chefs sneak things into it 


without telling me? God, it went on for what felt like forever.. 


By some miracle | was finally able to choose something, but it was definitely chosen by impulse. When my 
mind is like that, | make decisions without thinking... and I'll usually regret them. 


Our food came and | took forever to start eating it, but | ended up finishing it.. There were food rituals.. There 
was obsessing.. There was anxiety and self-doubt, and mistrusting, and panic, but | got through it.. | got 
through it because there were also laughs and jokes and funny moments. DJ is great for that, and l'm so 


lucky that he's here with me today! 

Its been about an hour since we ate and I'm still catching myself obsessing a litle bit, but its not as bad as it 
was when | finished.. | forget sometimes that every urge passes overtime, but | just have to wait them out. 
That's why distractions are great because they help take your mind off of what's bothering you.. 

Too bad my fucked up brain just has a mind of its own. Even though I'm distracted, it still takes me to places 
| don't want to go. Its still hoppin' from one thing to another and I'm just going along with it because | can't 
really do much else right? 


"Hey, dude..". | feel a nudge from DJ and | jump a little bit. "What time did you say the bus comes again?" 


"Uhhhh...". | furrow my brows and attempt to remember but fuck.. | already forgot... "Im not sure, Uh.. 
probably now! Maybe we should go-" 


DJ gives me a huge smile as he takes his phone out to check the schedule. He puts a reassuring hand on my 


shoulder as he speaks in a calm voice. "Don't worry man, we got time.. It comes in fifteen minutes." 


| automatically feel a slight sense of relief wash over me.. We would be fuckin’ screwed if we missed it. 


The second that | realize | didn't make it outside on time, | almost scream. | feel like my whole world just got 
flipped upside down and my body is tensing up. My eyes are bugging out of my sockets and everything almost 
feels like its going in slow motion, yet that bus sped away at a speed faster than rapid fire. 

"Holy shit" 


There's pure panic and frustration in my voice, but mostly panic. My heart is pounding and | feel myself 


getting hot. 
"No, no, no, goddammit! NO!" 
"Dude, what's wrong??" 


| can only look at DJ in utter disbelief, as | start spitting out frantic words. They're coming out a mile a 


minute and | can't even control them. 

‘lm a fucking idot |" My jaw is clenched as | throw my hands in the air. "We missed the bus-" 

Yeah youre acting lke thats the only thing you've ever fucked up in your life! Are you even surprised you missed 
it?! Look at you, youre a manic nuthead! You cant keep track of anything, you fuckin’ piece of idiotic shit! Why 

does DJ even want to be out on pass with you, especially when youre acting like this?! Jesus Christ, he's probably 


regretting it so much. 


| can't even finish before | feel a gentle hand on my shoulder. | pop my head up and see Du's slightly nervous 


smile. He looks like he's ready to try to coax a scared animal out of the woods. 
"Hey... it's okay, it's not the end of the world-" 


Its not the end of the world?! Wow okay, DJ! What other crap are ya gonna spit out at me?! You have no idea 
how fucked we are right now! 


My eyes are still bugged out and if they get any wider, | think they'll pop outta my eye sockets! 
"What do you mean?! We're just gonna be stranded out here now waiting-" 


"James..." | can hear DJ let out a light laugh as he starts massaging my shoulder. "You're being a httle over 
the top buddy..". He shakes his head. "We can just chill out on this bench until the next one comes!" 


My mouth opens in complete disbelief and exasperation as | shake my head with my jaw still clenched. | can 


feel my teeth gritting as | speak, attempting to keep my cool but l'm failing terribly. "They come 


every hour!" Aggravation is filling up my whole body now and | feel myself shaking a tiny bit. "Dammit! l'm 


such a dumbass!" 


"Dude! Stop beating yourself up! People forget stuff, come onl" DJ is shaking his head and smiling with 
empathy. "You had a lot on your mind-" 


Yeah sure.. What did I| have on my mind besides stupid shif, huh?! Oh hmm lets see.. NOTHING! All | had was 
insignificant stuff swimming through my head so | have no fucki excuse to forget something important! Why are 


you still here night now?! Didnt | piss you off?! Youre being ridiculous! Get mad already! GET MAD ALREADY 


| can feel myself getting flooded with intense anxiety.. For other people this probably doesn’t sound like a big 
deal, but for me this is fuckin’ nerve wracking! | was already jittery as it was because of my mania and 
because of lunch which happened an hour ago.. | know. It doesn't matter though because l'm still obsessing 
over it, but I'm obsessing over this situation even morel 


You know why? 
Do you know why?! 


Missing the bus means that I'm stuck here out in the open until the next one comes! We're in the middle of 
Los Angeles, and only god knows how many people here recognize me. If they freakin’ know who | am and they 
see me, what are they thinking about what | look like?! The last time anyone besides Nikki or DJ saw me was 
when | was on the brink of death.. | know that my perception of myself isn't always accurate but it doesn't 
take a rocket scientist to see that | look different than | did a few months ago.. Maybe it's not a huge 
difference but there's change, and I'm terrified of what people are thinking.. 


Part of me wants to tell DJ but another part of me doesn't. He's already seeing me act like a mental case. 
He doesn't need to hear any other crazy shit come outta my mouth, even though it doesn't seem crazy to 
me.. | know for a normal person it'll sound like it. I'm putting him through enough.. I'll save him from hearing 


more from me. 

| realize | haven't said anything to him, and it's because | feel silenced by my panic and my racing mind. I've 
been awkwardly shifting my weight back and forth from my feet in this standing position with my hands 
crossed around me. If anyone's looking at me right now.. God , they should just run for the hills. 


| finally force myself to speak, but my voice sounds uneasy and hesitant, yet it's still panic stricken. 
y Y P y Y M P 


"So.. what are we supposed to do out here?" My eyes keep darting back and forth nervously, as | scratch my 


neck as a way to try to release my anxious energy. "Just .. sit here?" 


DJ gives me an awkward smile. "Y..Yeah, | guess..". He shrugs his shoulders. | can tell that he doesn’t really 
know what to make of the situation either.. 


Well, this is just great.. This is just fuckin’ GREAT. 


As if missing the bus wasn't enough, now l'm gonna have to fuckin’ sit for an hour. | can't do that. There's no 


freakin’ way thats happening. There's no fuckin’ way- 


It doesn't take long before | start pacing around. | don't even care who sees me at this point. Everyone's 
probably noticed me already so what's the damn point? | can't stay still, I'm way too freakin’ anxious and high 
strung. | need to move. 


Even though I'm not looking at him, | know that DJ is staring at me in disbelief.. Maybe its not disbelief.. It 
might be more of concern, but either way, he definitely knows what's up and l'm not gonna be surprised if he 


forces me to have a talk with him and Nikki later about this. 


"Buddy." | can hear his gentle voice coming closer to me, and | begin to tense up with embarrassment. "Hey 


here..". He puts a hand on my shoulder and | cringe. "Lets try to sit down-" 
" NO!" 


| immediately pull from his grip and continue pacing. | cant fuckin’ sit down! He doesn't get it! He doesnt get 
iH 


| catch a glance of his nervous smile. He takes a breath and bites his lip. 


"Oh... okay... 


| don't even know how much time has passed now but | haven't stopped pacing. Both of us are still waiting out 
here in the crowded city.. Geez, at least DJ is sitting down normally but I'm here.. being me . 


DJ gave up trying to stop me from moving.. I'm pretty sure he realizes that no matter how much he tries to 


convince me to sit down that it just won't work.. | just can't. Not right now. 


Has it been an hour yet? A half an hour? God, | have no fuckin’ ideal Sure, | could take out my phone and 
check the time but | don't feel like it. All l'm focused on are the steps I'm taking. What a good distraction 
right? If I'm not shooting out pure self-deprecation at myself, then I'm counting every step.. Either I'm a big 


bully to myself or I'm a walking calculator.. 


It seems like the more | move, the more anxious I'm getting. Usually moving helps but for some reason this 
isn't easing the tension this time and | feel like this is just becoming a lose-lose situation That doesn't stop 
me though.. | don't feel tired, in fact | just feel more energized, so might as well just keep on going, right? 


Wait... Wart! 

| immediately feel I'm having a lightbulb moment. | blink a few times and run over to DJ with wide eyes. 
"Maybe we should just walk back-" 

| don't even let him answer me before | start walking in the direction that the bus would have gone if we were 
leaving. We could make it. | have so much energy right now, | don't see the problem with trying to get back 
there ourselves. 

It doesn't take long before I'm stopped in my tracks by DJ putting a firm hand on my shoulder. 

"Are you fuckin’ nuts 2!" He's staring at me with exasperation. "No way!" 


| furrow my brows in confusion and pull away, trying to hide the panic and frustration within me. 


"Why the hell not?! It's not like I'm energized as fuck right now!" The sarcasm spills out with my words, but 


now my eyes are pleading. "Come on, please-" 


DJ's exasperated expression soon turns to concern, as he raises his eyebrows and speaks in an uneasy voice. 
"Uh... You're starting to concern me a little..". He's looking around the area and points to a street a few blocks 
down. "Why don't we go back to that record store and pass some time in there?" He bites his lip, and | can 
tell he's trying to think of other options. "Or we can call Nikki! We would be more than happy to pick us up-" 


| immediately start shaking my head with urgency. 

"DJ, we are not calling Nikkil We are grown men! We can fofally handle this—" 

"Not with the way you're being right now, we won't!" He's giving me a nervous expression as | feel my body 
getting more uneasy with every minute that passes. "You really trust your decision making right now?" He 


furrows his brows. "We both know you're manic, James.. | don't think you're thinking straight." 


My face automatically scrunches up in slight confusion, as | feel humiliation flood my whole body. | force out 


a laugh and | fidget in my standing position again. 


“That's.. That's ridiculous, DJ!" | shake my head, even though | know whatever | say is see-through... | know I'm 
fuckin’ manic, but it's not that bad right now.. Trust me, it could be way worse. "I'm thinking straight, 


alright? | just wanna go back home-" 


The expression on DJ's face is full of suspicion, and I'm just cringing inside even more. He's staring into my 


soul right now, | can feel it.. 


"You literally just told me a minute ago that you want to walk back home.." His eyes are narrowing as he's 
speaking, and | can almost feel his uneasiness. "That's thinking straight to you?" 


"Yeah!" | don't even hesitate before | start walking again. "It's not like we're that far-" 
"James—" 


| feel both of his hands on my shoulders again and l'm just about ready to fuckin’ scream now. His eyes are 


like daggers and | know he's not about to take any more crap from me. 

"We had to take three buses to get herel Are you kidding me?!" 

Yeah, so what?! | have the goddamn energy so what's the damn problem?! | don't care that Im manic! | don't 
care if you think Im acting on impulse right now! We need to get back so we can just get back this way! If you 
want to call Nikki and have him pick you up, then fine! Have him get you! | have no issue walking though, so | don't 
understand the fuckin’ issue-- 


"And plus.. | don't think you're supposed to be exercising." 


l'm snapped out of my thoughts by DJ giving me another look of suspicion, but this time its mixed with a lot 


of concern. | automatically shrug it off.. 
“This isn't exercising... it's just walking -" 
DJ has no idea what real "exercising" is! Trust me.. | know what real exercising is, and it aint this! This is nothing- 
"James... Did you take your meds today?" 


| feel my body slightly freeze up as | hear that question come out of his mouth.. | do my best to hide my 


shame and embarrassment as | fake confusion. 
"Uh, yeah, why would you ask me tha-" 
"James." 


| force a big smile and | realize I'm being a real wise ass right now but for some reason l'm not giving a shit 


Today. 
"Yes?" 


DJ's eyes are burning a hole into my soul again and my god.. This is so uncomfortable! | know he's not taking 
my shit.. | know he sees through me, so why am | being this way?! 


"James... | can tell that you're bullshitting me..". His eyebrows are raised but he's not accusing me. He's being 


gentle about it. "Did you forget them, or did you skip them on purpose?" 


An uneasy chill shoots through my body, and l'm just left standing here like an exposed, raw onion. | can't help 


but crack a nervous smile as | feel myself flushing with humiliation. "l. | mean." 
"James." 
Fuck.. Im not gonna get away with avoiding this tme.. fuck! | just gotta say it now- 


| bite my lip and take a breath, letting myself feel all of my own shame and embarrassment. "Okay, fine." | 


close my eyes and wrap my arms around myself in a protective stance. "Fine. | didn't take them, okay-" 


" James!" DJ is giving me such a desperate look now and | just want to run away. "Dude, you know you can't 


just skip them like that!" 

"|. | know I'm sorry!" I'm cringing so hard and just want to hide so badly right now. | can't help but let out a 
nervous sounding laugh. "I just get sick of them sometimes ya know?" | shrug my shoulders. "Sometimes | 
think | don't need them anymore-" 


| can hear DJ let out a sigh of concern as he gets closer to me and looks at me with caring eyes. 


"What happened to you trusting your doctors, buddy?" He bites his lip and | can tell he feels uneasy. "You 


know when you're manic you have a really skewed perception of reality, dude." 
| automatically shake my head. 


Its not that bad" Another uneasy laugh escapes my lips. "I just pace a lot and l'm really energized.. Nothing 


to worry about..." 


"Come on.. Stop with the avoidance, dude." He lets out another sigh and squeezes one of my hands. "Look, | 
know it's hard to admit when things are.. not great..”. He shakes his head. "But we both know you're not in a 
good headspace right now so let's just.. Let's just get outta here, okay?" He pulls out his phone from his 
pocket and begins dialing a number. "I'm calling Nikki-" 


My eyes bug out once again, and before | know it, my hands are on the phone in his hand. | feel desperate 


right now. 
"DJ come on-" 


"You can whine, and fight and scream but dude, we gotta go, okay?" He coaxes my hand off of his phone and | 


tense up. "Fuckin' bife me if you want, | don't care!" 


"Jesus! When did you turn into Nikki all of a sudden?!" 


"The second that | realized things could end very badly if | let you do what you wanted... He's biting his lip 
now, but he's speaking very gently. "Do what you gotta do but you are not walking back" He opens the home 
screen on his phone again. "I'll call Nikki and sit down, but if you gotta pace, then pace..". He takes a breath and 
sighs. "Just. don't go anywhere.” 


Present day: 


So, to make a long story short.. We ended up getting back to my house but it took a lot for me.. My brain 


during mania is insane.. It was tough to wait it out, and the anxiety made it even harder, but we survived.. 


DJ kept reassuring me that no one was looking at me, and that the changes in my body weren't noticeable. It's 
crazy how paranoid | was, but that also happens sometimes when I'm maric.. The anxiety mixes with paranoia 
and things get crazy.. Of course the eating disorder itself doesn't make anything easier.. Talk about a true 


recipe for disaster. 
The point is that even though my mind was a true shit show that day, | still made it through. | made it back 
here to the center and I'm still standing.. | know it was on me because no one can make me take the steps to 


help myself, but | really gotta give it to DJ.. | never would have made it out of that day alive without him 
there. 


l'm really grateful for the people who've still stood by me through all of this, because mon.. They really didn't 
have to. Nikki and DJ didn't have to stick with me when all of this shit was happening, and is still happening, 
but they are.. 


As much as | try to push them away, | know that they'll never leave. 


As much as | try to convince them that they're way better off without my fucked up ass, | know that they'll 


always counteract my self-deprecating beliefs that my brain spits out at me. 
Despite my bipolar disorder and the crazy things that my mania makes me do, | still can't scare them away. 


Maybe that's a good thing. 


You Might Bleed Out With Anger... (You Might Blow Your 
Fragile Mind) 


Author's Notes: 
Hello friends! It's the time of the week to pick a scene to add to this compilation.. I've been so crazy busy € 
my headspace hasn't been the best lately, but I'm just tryin to push through.. Hope you're all doing welll 


TIMELINE: | don't have an exact timeframe (| wrote this back in November), but let's say James was in 
treatment on an overnight pass (meaning he goes home € stays overnight and comes back to the center the 
next day). Based on the headspace that he's in during this, | feel like that would be the most accurate 


timeframe. 


WARNINGS: 
***eating disorder thoughts, body dysmorphia, erratic moods, anger outbursts (due to mania / bipolar 
disorder), dissociation, trauma responses (fight/flight/freeze) *** * 


JAMES'S PON: 


| knew | shouldn't have started to exercise.. | knew | shouldn't have because its already feeling so torturous, 


and I've only been doing it for five minutes. 


I've been exhausted all day. | haven't slept in almost three days because of my mania but | know that the 
sleep deprivation is catching up to me. | hate when | feel irritable and little things make me snap.. or | become 


very close to snapping. 


The whole day today has felt like that. I'm tired but not tired enough to keep me from working out.. | just 
wanted to, but the issue is that | genuinely don't. | genuinely don't feel like doing this right now but | am. | am 
because | thought that maybe it would give me an energy boost and help me feel good.. 


That's a fucking lie and I'm smart enough to know that things won't end well.. Exercising while sleep deprived? 
Not a fucking bright idea, but here | am being a stupid mental case. Here | am listening to my fuckin’ eating 


disorder brain. 


| would be lying to myself if | said this was a rational decision, because it isn't. The smart choice would have 
been to let myself relax, like | was doing when | first got home, but no... No, | forced myself to work out, even 


though | feel my fucking eyes drooping, and my dark circles are horrible, and | just look dead. 


| look like a mess, and | know it. | was in the bathroom before | turned on the workout video and | cringed when 


| saw my reflection. | know | haven't slept, but man it fuckin’ shows. My hair was disheveled.. My skin is pale.. 


My eyes just look lifeless, yet frantic at the same time. 

What a fucked up world l'm living in. Isn't it just great?! 

It's fucking GREAT. 

Is fucking great lying to yourself and saying that you're exercising in a healthy way right now, when you 
know very well its a disordered decision You know that very well because your fucking thighs feel like bricks 
and they're still sore from walking around earlier, but you're still here doing lunges and triple squats.. You're 
still here tearing the muscles apart and feeling like you're about to collapse. 

I'm in pain. l'm in physical pain but | would rather be in physical pain than mental pain. Sometimes | feel like if 


I'm in so much physical pain, | won't feel the mental torment. | won't feel everything else. I'll just feel pain.. 


Soreness.. Tenderness in my joints.. Aches in my muscles.. 

That's all I'll feel. 

Its a lie. 

It's a fucking le. 

The physical pain doesn't take any of my other pain away. I'm smart enough to know that, but here | am 
attempting to shoo all of my thoughts and emotions away.. but its not doing a damn thing, It's not doing a 


damn thing but making it worse. 


Every time | lower my body down into a squat position, the more | feel closer to giving up. My body feels like 
it's crumbling. I'm so goddamn tired. | don't want to do this.. | don't want to do this... 


But.. | have to do this. 

You know what sucks? | don't have to do this! | don't have to do this at all! | know | don't have to, but | feel 
like | do. It's a lie! | have the awareness now to know that so why am | still here?! Why am | torturing myself 
this way?! 

| DONT WANT T0 DO THS! 

/ JUST WANT T0 STOP! 

MY FUCKING BODY HURTS. 


MY THGHS ARE SORE. 


MY HEAD IS HEAVY. 


EVERYTHING HUR TS! 

| can feel frustration bubbling up inside of me the longer that it goes on.. It feels like a half hour passed when 
in reality it's only been eight fuckin’ minutes, and why the hell am | even doing this?! | have forty minutes left of 
this shit- 


| just feel dreadful. All of this feels dreadful. I'm putting myself through hell for what reason? What the fuck 


is the reason for this? | don't have an answer.. | don't think | even know why. 


I'm tiring out so fast.. | can't finish the full set of exercises and | can hear the noise going off in my head. It's 


SCREAMING. It's screaming such horrific things about myself but you know what? 
| fucking believe them. 


You piece of fucking shit! You're a fucking fat ass who cant even finish the goddamn exercises in the time that 
you're given! You were supposed fo go for a full minute but you stopped I0 seconds before; you fat failure! 


| have no goddamn energy to fight or try to challenge any of it. Why the hell should |? H's fucking frue. 


You cant do anything right! You piece of shit! Youre so fucking fat and thats why you have no energy! Thats why 
your body feels depleted and heavy. Its because youre FAT. 


My body is tensing up now.. even more than it was when the workout started. I'm starting to feel it slightly 
tremble with aggravation, but | still can't do anything about it.. so | try to push myself harder with the 
exercise. 

You lost all of your muscle and just gained fat back you disgusting bastard This is why you dont deserve crap. You 
deserve to punish yourself and die in a fucking hole. What the FUCK is wrong with you?! You're just standing here 
when you should be busting your ass with the next workout move you FAT PIECE OF SHT- 

"SHUT THE FUCK UP--" 


| don't even realize that | scream that out loud until | hear my own echo in the room. My whole body is 


shaking now and | feel like I'm seeing red.. 
Its in moments like this when | know | won't be able to control any impulses | have, no matter what | do. 
Because.. | cant 


It's in these moments that l'm too far gone. 


First it was my sweatshirt.. | threw it against my window.. Then, it was the computer keyboard.. | kicked it and 
the whole drawer fell off of the armoire, along with all of the chords attached to it.. along with the mouse.. 
along with the whole fuckin’ monitor which is now black.. 

Now.. Now it's the fuckin’ computer chair.. 

| do everything in my control to make this kick as light as possible, but it's impossible. 


To my dismay, although | attempted to kick it lightly, it still somehow crashed right into my china closet... 


It crashed into it and now the glass from the window is shattered.. Its shattered and it's all over my fuckin’ 


floor. 


DJ's PON: 

"What the hell was that?!" 

| pop my head up at Nikki's voice. He looks like he's been caught off guard. 
"Did you hear that fuckin’ crash?" 


| feel a little pit in my stomach because | did hear it, but | want to pretend | didn't because | don't want to 
think about what that actually was and why | heard a crash.. 


JAMES'S PON: 

You know what it feels like to be out of your body? 

Everything happens so fast and you're not even fully aware of what you're doing until its too late.. It doesn't 
hit you until after the fact.. You're just frozen in shock and slight terror, until everything comes crashing 
down and you're back to reality. 


That's what's going on. 


| can't even explain what I'm feeling. l'm horrified.. Im shaking but now it's not from anger any more.. Now it's 


from terror.. disbelief.. Fear.. Panic.. 


Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, oh my god no no no no NO! 


| can't stop staring at all the glass on the floor, and the broken screen.. | can't stop staring at it. | can't move. 


| can't breathe. | can't do anything- 


| can feel my heart beating out of my chest but my stomach feels hollow.. | feel frantic, but frozen | feel.. | 
feel.. sick 


WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOUP! Youre a fuckin’ mental case! Why cant you control your anger lke a 
normal person’? Why do you have to go and break things?! Why is this still happening?! 


Before | can do anything else, | realize that the workout video isn't finished yet, and for some fucked up 


reason, | impulsively finish the last two minutes.. 


The second that | get on the floor into plank position, | feel a sharp piercing pain in my big toe.. my face is 
scrunching up because of how much it hurts and | know its from me kicking the damn chair! But, you know 
what?! 


That's what | fucking deserve, isn't it? 
| deserve this for being a fucked up mental case. 


Somehow I'm able to finish the video, but | know there's no way I'll be able to do the rest of the workouts, no 


matter how much | want to.. or should | say... don't want to. 


The pain in my fuckin’ toe is so bad.. | can hardly put any pressure on it.. However, | realize that | still haven't 


picked up the chair and there's still a ton of glass all over the floor and oh my god- 
Oh my GOD- 


The chair is halfway in the fuckin’ china closet. It made a freakin’ hole where the glass broke and it's stuck 
there. It's stuck there and I'm trying to move it, but more glass is shattering and everything is just getting 


worse! 


l'm trying not to make any noise but that's fuckin impossible! When the chair broke that damn glass, that 
crash was loud enough for all of LA to hear, and now it's just getting louder because of all of the glass 


banging around while l'm trying to move this chair out! 
"SHIT!" 


| can't tell if l'm more angry or upset with myself right now. l'm panicking but l'm also just about to give up. 
Why am | even trying to fix this?! Do you know how many fuckin’ things I've broken in my lifetime because of 
my fucked up head?! 


| can't think straight right now, but it's not like | was thinking straight before this even happened, but I'm too 
high strung to be able to think the right way right now. I'm seeing tunnel vision.. All | see is the goddamn glass 
and the chair.. and the keyboard.. and the wires.. 


All| see is my fuckin’ manic destruction 


DJ's PON: 


Every step | take into the studio downstairs has my heart racing. | don't have a good feeling about any of this, 


and part of me is terrified to even come down here to see what happened. 
Maybe its nothing. Maybe something just fell over.. It could be anything.. 


The only reason | know its from downstairs is because James wasn't anywhere upstairs in his house.. Me and 


Nikki were in his kitchen and James had said he was gonna be in his studio for a little bit.. 
"James?" 


| hesitantly call his name, as | reach the door.. All the lights are off in the room, which is just making me feel 


even more uneasy. 


| can feel Nikki's hand on my shoulder from behind, and | know he's trying to get me to open the door, but | 


feel a hollow in my stomach because now l'm freakin’ out. I'm freaking out and | don't know why! 
"James?" 


Now Nikki is calling his name and neither one of us have gotten a response.. It's so dark in here.. The only light 


| see is in the corner of the room, coming from the computer modem... and.. Jesus Christ.. 
"James?" 


| don't know where the light switches are in the room, so I'm using the flashlight on my phone.. Even though 
it's not super bright, it's enough for me to be able to make out pieces of shattered glass all over the floor. 


| can feel my stomach drop. 


"James. Are you in here?" l'm feeling so uneasy right now, but I'm freaking out more now because where 


the hell is he?! 


| continue walking through the room as | ask questions, hoping that I'll receive some kind of response. Nikki is 


trailing behind me. 


"What happened in here, buddy-" 

| suddenly stop in my tracks. | feel my body freeze once | make out James's body in the corner of the room. 
He's curled up on the ground, with his knees pulled up to his chest, and his arms wrapped around them. His 
hair looks wet, and | can see his body shaking.. There's a huge pile of broken glass right next to him, along with 


what looks like a dismantled keyboard.. and computer monitor.. and wires.. 


| feel even more frozen now. Part of me wants to run right over to him to make sure nothing happened to 


him, but at the same time.. | can see the look of terror pasted on his face.. | don't want to scare him.. 
"James?" 


I'm trying to not let my voice shake as | say his name in soft, gentle voice. | feel like I'm talking to an animal 


who needs coaxing, but.. that's what James looks like right now. 
He looks like a scared, panicked, traumatized animal. 


| begin to take tiny, slow steps towards him.. | can almost feel his internal tension He looks like he's ready to 


jump outta his skin. 


Nikki must be thinking the same as me, because he's approaching James in a very careful manner too.. | can 


see him scanning the area.. Once he fixes his gaze on the pile of glass, | can tell it freaks him out. 
"James. Why is there glass on the floor?" 


Nikki's voice is full of intense concern, yet its hesitant. It sounds like a parent trying to approach their kid who 
just did something really, really, bad.. 


That receives no answer from James. In fact, he hasn't moved a muscle since we've been down here, and 


that's worrying me even more. | can feel my stomach twisting up into knots. 
"James." 


My eyes are widening now and I'm trying to not choke on my own fear at Nikki's words. There's a sense of 


urgency in his voice now. 
"Why is there glass on the floor?" 


There's still not a single movement or response from James besides his body trembling.. Now | finally decide to 


lower myself onto the ground near him, being mindful of the glass he's surrounded by. 


| have no idea if he's even aware that me and Nikki are here right now.. | don't know where his head is at but 


it can't be good if he's just unresponsive.. 
"James..". Every time | open my mouth it feels like pulling teeth. "Are you.. alright...” 


Thats such a stupid ass question, DJ He's obviously not alright right now so why are you even asking that?! You're 


a tuckin' dumb ass! 


| shake my thoughts away the best | could before | slowly and very gently reach my hand out to touch 


James's shoulder. He immediately flinches and | quickly move my hand away, almost panicked. 
"Shit, l'm sorry, dude" 


| feel caught off guard because I've never seen James look so startled like this before.. He's never flinched like 


that in front of me either.. 


| just can't stop asking myself what the hell happened to make him react this way.. What the hell happened 
when we heard that fuckin’ crash- 


"DJ." 


My head snaps up at Nikki's voice. His eyes keep darting from James to the broken glass, and | know he's 
probably freaking out on the inside.. even if he's trying to remain calm on the outside. 


"We gotta get him away from the glass..." 


| can feel my eyes bug out because how the hell am | supposed to do that when | can't even touch him 


without him jumping?! 
| start speaking under my breath, and | cringe as | hear the panicked tone in my voice. 
| can't even touch him, Nik! It's like he thinks someone's gonna hurt him or something..." 


My heart hurts as | say that because it's the truth.. It's like whatever happened down here scared the shit 
outta him so badly that he's in some kind of shock.. 


"He's probably in a very high state of panic right now, DJ..". Nikki is talking in a hushed voice too, but the 
words slip outta his mouth quickly. "I don't know what happened, but it must have startled him.. We just.. We 
just gotta get him away from the glass...” 


| bite my lip as | look back over at James who is still trembling. | squeeze my eyes shut and take a breath, 


before | force myself to try coaxing him again 


"Look, James..". | don't feel right doing this because he's so scared but l'm also on Nikki's side here.. | don't 
want James to get cut with the glass or something. | feel myself cringing with uneasiness. "Is there any way 
you can stand up right now?" I'm trying to be as gentle as possible. "There's a lot of glass on the floor buddy.. 
| don't want you getting hurt-" 


"lm... l'm sorry... 


| feel myself freezing once | hear those desperate sounding words come out of James's mouth. His voice is 


laced with tears and | can hear the pain.. Deep deep pain. 
"|. | don't know what's wrong with me.. l'm sorry.. l'm sorry, I'm sorry, l'm sorry-" 


| immediately start shaking my head with urgency, because | hate seeing James in so much pain like this. | hate 
seeing him putting himself down for things he can't control. 


"No, no, no, James... My eyes are wide and | feel tiny tears threatening to well inside of my sockets. "You're 


okay, you're fine, okay..". | slowly put his trembling hand in mine, and squeeze it, as | try to guide him into my 


arms so | can lead him to another part of the room. "Here.. We're gettin’ away from the glass, alright?" 
"N... nol" 


| can feel James flinch in my grip, but | continue to secure him anyway.. | know the initial response to panic is 


hyper-vigilance, but after a few moments that will usually start to fade away. 
"Hey, it's okay, buddy..". He's shaking, and | can feel his tears on my shirt. "Hold onto me.. It's alright." 


Somehow l'm able to get him into a standing position, and | feel a slight sense of relief knowing that now he's 


not surrounded by that fuckin’ glass any more. 


JAMES'S PON: 
"Do you wanna tell us what happened?" 


Nikki is looking at me with such concerned eyes, but | don't want to talk about this. | don't want to talk about 
any of it. 


"Not really." 
The three of us are in my living room.. on the couch.. | feel like this is some weird sort of intervention, even 


though | know it's not.. | know they just care.. They probably freaked the hell out when they heard that 


booming crash. 


I'm still feeling so vulnerable, and | want to hide.. | honestly just want to be left alone so | could try to sleep 
this off.. | want to sleep everything off and just pretend none of this crap even happened. 


| would rather be numb than feel all of this. 
"James..." 
| can hear Nikki let out a sigh. 


"We're not gonna be mad at you.. We're just concerned" Him and DJ exchange glances. "Did that glass shatter 
out of anger? Frustration?" 


My stomach drops at the question because of how much shame the whole situation is bringing up for me. 


| can't even get myself to answer. My body feels flushed over with humiliation Even though | feel drained 
from everything, all of those emotions that | felt are beginning to surface again 


| just end up shrugging my shoulders, even though | know that's not gonna do anything but make these two 
question me more. | can't help it.. | don't want to think about this. 


"Have you slept, James?" 

I'm having a hard time making eye contact with DJ and Nikki right now, but | still hear the piercing worry in 
Nikki's voice.. He knows. He knows I've been manic.. He knows | haven't slept.. and he probably knows that my 
irritability gets bad when l'm sleep deprived. 

| think both of them realize that they're not gonna get an answers out of me.. It's honestly a lost cause right 
now. | don't feel comfortable talking about it, and | just want to isolate. | want to disconnect. | don't want to 
have the truth pushed in my face.. The fact that I'm a psychotic mental case that broke my own china closet 
because | couldn't control my fuckin’ anger. 


"| just wanna be alone.." 


My voice is small.. Its fragile and soft, but desperate, because that's how | feel right now. | feel like a 


monster.. Someone who scares the fuck outta everyone.. Not to mention, someone who scares himself 
"l. 'm not sure if that's the best thing for us to do right now, James." 


DJ's voice is full of uneasiness, and | can see him and Nikki exchanging concerned glances at each other. | would 


normally feel a pit in my stomach at this, but I'm almost too exhausted to give a fuck right now. 


| feel numb, yet flooded.. | want to run away, yet | don't have the energy to.. | don't have the energy to 


because what's the point? 

| can hear Nikki let out a sigh, as he leans in closer to me. 

"With the headspace you're in, | don't feel comfortable leaving you alone." 

Why the fuck not?! Im not gonna do anything! | just don't want to be around anyone right now! There's no glass 
around cause you cleaned it all up! Im not gonna hurt myself if thats what youre thinking right now. Just let me 
be- 


Please! 


| can hear my head beginning to scream at me, and it sounds panicked.. It sounds threatened, but that's what 


this feels like in a fucked up way.. 
Threatening 
"James... | know this is hard for you...” 


No you don't! You dont know but | dont want you fo ever know because this is one of the worst feelings ever. 


Being out of control.. Not being in control of your own fuckin impulses and emotions and thoughts and reactions-- 
"But its gonna be okay, alright?" 

No its not! Its not gonna be alright, because how can it be?! How can things be fine one second and then | become 
a raging bipolar psychopath?! How can you guys not see that?! You two know that | broke that glass myself.. And 
you're still here trying to keep me safe and comfort me! Why?! Why the fuck do you care so goddamn much- 
My train of thought is interrupted by a hand on my shoulder, and my shirt suddenly feels wet.. 


"lm... l'm sorry...” 


| don't have any motivation to try to stop the tears, so | don't... | just let them pour out, along with the 


shame, humiliation, and guilt.. 


The next thing | know, | feel DJ and Nikki both rubbing circles onto my back. | can feel myself tensing up, but | 


don't pull away. | don't pull away even though it feels so uncomfortable. 


There's a tiny part of me that wants this comfort right now.. Deep down, | feel so broken and lost and scared.. 
Deep down | want this.. 


Deep down | need the support. 


There's Always Struggle Here 


Author's Notes: 
FYI.. When | wrote this months ago, | was in tears.. so forgive me.. it's a heavier piece. 


WARNINGS AS FOLLOWS: mention of specific ED behaviors (laxatives, purging, diet pills, exercise, etc) 


TIMELIME: This is a deleted scene right out of "Relief. It takes place a few days after James comes out of 
the hospital and returns home, waiting to be admitted into treatment.. CHAPTER 36 (aka: PERMISSION). 


DJ's PON: 
| never thought that | would ever be trying to hold back tears outside of a pharmacy... 


This isn't just a normal trip to the store.. This is painful. This is excruciating.. You know why? Do you know 


why? 


Me and Nikki have been taking turns staying with James at his house while waiting for a call from a treatment 
center.. | can't even explain how nerve wracking all of this feels, because even though | know he's out of the 


hospital, and he's medically safe , |'m still terrified. 
l'm absolutely terrified because literally anything could happen.. Anything 


| don't want to be that person who's always assuming the worst but | know that's what I'm doing.. | can't help 
it though. The dude just came out of the hospital because his heart almost stopped.. The guy is so sick .. 


He's sick 


He's physically and mentally sick, and it's not his fault but god .. It's horrible to see.. It's horrible to witness, 


and | wish it wasn't real. 


| wish the three of us weren't in this situation right now but it sucks because we are.. We are and we can't 


change it.. That's fuckin’ cruel 


James was just in the hospital a few days ago but it doesn't matter. I'm smart enough to know that they 
didn't focus on eating and weight gain there. What they focused on was getting him medically stable enough to 
leave. They focused on regulating his heart rate and blood pressure. They waited until his EKG was okay, 
which meant that his heart was beating steadily and there were no more beats skipping out of nowhere. They 


pumped him with potassium to get his levels back to the normal range.. 


They brought him to a place where he wasn't at risk of dropping dead. 
l'm relieved that he's at that place but guess what? That's not enough. 


| know the guy is gonna get help, but how is he supposed to manage waiting for god knows how many weeks 
without needing to go back to a hospital? He needs to eat, or at least try to keep something down.. The way 
he did with the banana a few nights ago.. 


Yeah, it's great that his potassium levels are okay now, but his body can't handle not getting any nutrition. It 
just cant , and | see it. Honestly, my heart breaks as | think about this but | have to. 


| have to. 


Me and Nikki have been with him at his house for two days, and in these two days l've only seen James move 
out of a lying position three times. 


Three . 


| know part of it is his depression, but most of it is because his body is just too weak to be able to hold itself 
up on its own. He's running on empty . Nikki's told me that it's like a car. When the battery of the engine 
wears off, the car can't start. That's what's going on with James. Even though his lab work is okay, it 
doesn't matter. His body can't repair itself unless it's starting to get fed again, and even when it gets fed, it's 
still gonna take a while for it to regain all of the strength and energy that it had before. 


Nikki did some research on re-feeding and he told me that if someone who's been starved suddenly tries to 
eat a normal amount of food, it can shock the body which could be dangerous. Of course that scared the shit 


outta me. | don't know what scares me more. That or James not eating anything at all. 


And | know why he's scared to eat anything. | know it's because whenever he would eat, it would come out 
the other way, and ever since he purged after he left the hospital, he's been terrified of it happening again, 


which then makes him even more terrified to put anything in his stomach without throwing it up.. 


| can't stand to even face that fact.. Facing the fact that this is what goes on in James's head hurts like hell. 
Hurt isn't even the right word. | don't think | can pinpoint a good enough word for it. Let me just say it 
makes me feel like someone cut a hole in my chest, pulled my heart out, and stomped on it, crushing it into a 


million tiny pieces that can't get repaired. 


If that sounds dramatic, maybe it is.. I's supposed to. It's supposed to because that's literally how horrible all 
of this feels right now. 


He's terrified to eat and drink. Its not only food. It's water too. Me and Nikki have been trying to coax him 


into eating tiny amounts of foods that he's safe with, but every time we try, it ends in James going into a 


panic. | feel so bad whenever | see him like that, but I'm also too fuckin' terrified to not try to get him to eat 


something.. 


The guy can hardly lift himself up from off of his bed or the studio couch.. Whenever he does, he feels like 
he's gonna black out and me or Nikki have to hold him up to steady him, until he feels his vision clear up.. But 
even once he feels okay, | still get nervous and stay holding him, because | know that he could pass out if 


we're not careful and god forbid it happens when one of us isnt there.. Then what are we supposed to do?! 


He could hit his fuckin’ head, get a concussion, or even break something.. His bones are probably weak and 
brittle because of how much calcium got sucked out of them from starvation.. No wonder he can hardly 


walk.. 

| keep on telling Nikki that maybe we should take him back to the hospital because l'm fuckin’ scared but he 
always reassures me that if James wasn't stable enough to be discharged, then he wouldn't have been.. It's so 
hard to believe that, especially when | see how weak and frail he is. 

He's told me himself that whenever he lays down it's uncomfortable because of how much his bones jut out.. | 
can't even imagine. It's actually painful for me to see him lying on anything because there's no cushion for his 
body at all.. Even when he's on his couch with blankets and sweatshirts, he's still in pain and | hate it. 


| hate that | can't just fix it for him. 


| hate that | can't do anything but just stay with him and provide my support.. Let him know that I'm here and 


that | won't leave him alone. 


| hate that | can't do anything but try to make him feel as safe and as comfortable as possible while he's 


going through something so fuckin’ excruciating and tormenting 

A chill runs up my whole body as | force myself to walk through the pharmacy doors in front of me. I've 
been stalling.. | know | need to be inside.. | know | need to buy some things that | can hopefully get James to 
eat but l'm so uneasy and | don't want to fuckin’ cry but | really feel like I'm going to.. 

We've only managed to get James to keep down minuscule amounts of zero calorie electrolyte drinks and 
protein powder mixed with water. Its so difficult for me to even fathom this, to fathom why it's so hard for 
him to be able to eat. | just don't get it. | want to understand but | can't.. 

| want to, but it's painful. 


It's all so painful. 


You know what's even more painful? Being in this pharmacy. 


| normally would have asked Nikki if he could come instead, but James is doin’ really bad today. When | say 
bad, | mean he just looks worse than he has in the last two days he's been at home. His face is significantly 
paler. He's been disoriented and extremely out of it. He even said that he felt sick, and that he was freaked 
out by the way his heart was fluttering weird.. 


‘James... Buddy..." 

| carefully reach my arm out to touch James's free hand from under the blanket he's swimming in Somethings 
not night with him today and Ive been nervous as hell about it. He looks fuckin’ horrible. Hs face is scrunched up 
in what looks like some sort of pain and he can hardly keep his eyes open. Its not lke that's a shock, but | still 
cant help but worry.. 

Worry intensely 


A light, disoriented groan escapes his lps as | touch his hand, and it makes my heart hurt.. | can feel my heart 
racing, and before | know it, hushed words with a tone of urgency spit out of my mouth 


"Whats wrong, dude?" My eyes are widening as | feel his hand shaking in my grp. "Buddy, what's hurting you?" 


All that receives is a weak head shake from James.. It looks lke it's taking all of his fuckin' energy just to move his 
head, and my heart is breaking. 


‘Im okay..". Hs voice is barely a whisper, and the words almost sound strained, as if his mouth just isnt strong 
enough to even force words out. | know better though.. James pushes worry away.. He pushes concern and love 
away.. 

Even in the state that he's in, he's shrugging off his pain.. 


That's what's scaring me so much 


| can tell that Nikki is scared foo, because before | know it, he's kneeling over James and squeezing his hand with 


me. 
‘James.. You gotta be honest with us, alright?" The concern in his voice is piercing and just makes my own anxiety 
increase. | can feel tiny fears threatening fo well in my eyes. "Youre not in a state where you can afford 


ignoring any pain youre having." 


| can feel James shiver as he hears Nikkis words, so I pull his blanket up closer to his face.. My heart feels so 
heavy, but lm trying to keep it together the best that | can right now.. Im trying so hard. 


‘Im... | dont feel.. right..." 


Affer what feels like an eternity, | can vaguely hear James starting to whisper.. | immediately lean my head in 
closer to him so | can hear hm better. My hand is gently rubbing through his blonde hair. 


"What did you say, buddy?" My brows are furrowing in concern, as he weakly begins leaning into my touch. "You 
can fell us.. Its okay..." 


James lets out a tired sigh, and his body suddenly feels colder than it did a minute ago.. He's not giving me an 


answer and now Im starting to get scared 


‘James.." Im trying to hold back the fear in my voice but its so hard My eyes are starting fo dart from him to 
Nikki, but James's weak grip on my hand is what snaps me back. 


‘Im... cold..." 

Every word that comes out of his mouth is barely audible, and it scares me how fatigued he sounds. He looks lke 
he can hardly keep his eyes open but he's trying so hard to.. Part of me wants to just tell him its okay, and that 
he can rest, but Im also terrified that somethings going on. Something that can be bad if he tries to go to sleep.. 


Nikki's soothing and nurturing voice cuts through my thoughts, and | see him putting another blanket over James's 
bony body. 


"l know you are, James.. Your body doesnt have any fat on it. It cant warm itself up.." 
lm trying so hard to hold back the tears that | feel n my eyes.. Im doing anything in my power to. You would 
think that after hearing this from James and Nikki so much that | would be okay hearing it now, but it doesnt get 


easier.. None of this is getting easier. 


"L. | know..." There's a hint of deep pain in James's voice.. Pain and pure exhaustion He takes a deep breath, and 


continues leaning into my touch as | rub his hair. 'I just dont feel good.. | don’t know..." 


‘Can you tell us what youre feeling, buddy?" My voice has a hint of urgency in it but Im trying to hide that. | 
dont want him fo get even more scared than he probably is already.. "What's goin’ on?" 


"Dunno... Just... sick..." 
Í| see him opening his mouth but | can hardly hear what he's saying Apparently Nikki can though 
"What kind of sick, James?" He lets go of James's hand and gently starts Iifting his chin up from his curled up 


position so we can both see hm better. "Nauseous sick? Headache? Stomach pain?" Hs voice is full of concern 


and that just escalates everything Im feeling 


Every time James tries fo talk, it seems like it fakes so long for him fo do if, and its breaking my fuckin' heart. 
Its lke his body just cant handle doing anything... | just want my fuckin’ friend back! 


| hate seeing him lke this. 


he's trying so hard "The..." 


He cant even finish before | feel his body trying to move into a sitting position My heart immediately skips a 


beat, and | secure his body in my arms. “James. be carefull" 


Ím terrified that he'll collapse if he even sits up at all, especially with how horrible he looks right now. Surprisingly, 
he isn’t even flailing in my grp.. He's just sinking right into if. Thats how | know somethings seriously wrong. 


It has to be bad if James isnt resisting help. 

Now Im fuckin’ terrified 

| shoot a panicked look at Nikki, but before he can say or do anything, | hear James's muffled voice. 
‘tts the... fluttering..." 

| don’t even have to ask questions about what he means by that.. | already know.. 

| know exactly what he's talking about. 


He's talking about heart palpitations. He's talking about how he felt after he would purge.. How he felt when 
something was off.. The electrolytes.. 


It was in that very moment that everything felt like it was crashing down. | panicked and started begging Nikki 
to take him to the hospital. | didn't let go of James but | was frantically whispering in Nikki's ear. 


"We have to take him to the fuckin’ hospital, Nk! Hs potassium is probably off again fuck! Nikki we have to! We 
have to, we have to, we have to, PLEASE-" 


James was so fuckin’ out of it and disoriented that | don't even think he heard anything | was saying or what 


Nikki was saying. | held him tightly in my arms as Nikki attempted to soothe me. 


‘Shhh shh shh, its okay.. Were not gonna do that, alright? He's dehydrated. We gotta get him to drink something 
with electrolytes in it.. FI be okay." 


| was terrified to stay there alone with James because if something happened, there's no way that | would 


have been able to handle it myself. Nikki knows how to keep a clear mind in dangerous situations... | don't 
| cant 
That's why | decided to come here to search for electrolyte drinks and protein powder.. 


Being in this pharmacy is fuckin’ painful because | can't escape the memories that are popping up every time | 
go down an aisle of this store. It seems like there's something on every freakin’ shelf that has a horrible 


association attached to it.. 


| can't pretend | don't see all of the instant coffee packets.. All of the coffee that James drank in place of 
food.. All of the coffee that he drank so he could stay up at ungodly hours to fuckin’ do intense workouts.. The 
coffee that he chugged down at 3 in the morning before he tortured his body by forcing himself to do 
burpees.. The burpees that sent me into a panic mode.. The burpees that | saw him doing at three in the 
morning.. The burpees that led me to finally break down crying to Nikki.. The ones that forced me to tell him 
everything that was going on. 


| can't pretend that | don't see the frozen meals in the refrigerated section.. The frozen meals that resemble 
Chinese food.. The broccoli... Grilled chicken... Rice.. The only foods that | actually saw James eat.. The food that 
James ate in such an unusual way.. The broccoli that he diced up into ridiculously tiny pieces.. The rice that he 


separated from the chicken.. The chicken.. All three foods that he tried to eat normally, but he couldn't.. 


| can't pretend that | don't see frozen pizza.. Just like the pizza that James ate with me and Nikki after our 


interview on our touring break.. The pizza that he ate normally .. The pizza that now | know he purged up.. 


| can't pretend that | don't see all of the bottles of caffeine capsules.. The ones that James would use to give 
him fake energy that should have come from food.. The ones that he would down before shows to give him 


the jitters that he thought looked natural.. The ones that | didn't know about until | found them along with... 


| can't pretend that | don't see all of the other laxatives.. The Açai Berry cleanse pills.. The Green tea fat 
burner pills.. The metabolic boosters.. The magnesium citrate.. The pills that | found when | was trying to look 
for toothpaste in James's bag.. The ones that Nikki told me could damage James's heart and even make it 
stop.. The ones that led James to take forever in the bathroom at the restaurant.. The ones that dehydrated 
James so badly that he fuckin’ collapsed right in front of me and Nikki.. The ones that caused him to look so 
deathly pale.. 


| can't pretend that | don't see the laxatives that are supposed to be disguised as chocolate.. The ones that 
James ate backstage and fooled us into thinking it was real chocolate.. The ones that made his stomach hurt 
but he hid the pain from us anyway.. | can't pretend that | don't see laxative powder thats meant to be 
dissolved in water.. Even if | never saw James mix them in his drinks, | already know he probably used those 


too... 


| can't pretend that | don't see all of the protein bars.. The ones that James would keep in his bag at all times 
in case he needed to eat something.. The ones that have no fuckin’ sugar in them.. The ones that James ate 
after he fainted from low blood sugar.. The ones that his body desperately relied on when he wasn't feeding it 


any other nutrients.. The ones that he would consider a meal along with his fuckin’ coffee.. 


| can't pretend that | don't see all of the desserts.. The desserts like cakes.. Cookies.. Candies.. Chocolate bars.. 
The foods that James wouldn't allow himself to eat.. The foods that James probably binged and purged on. The 
ones that he probably longed for and daydreamed about because his body was fuckin’ starving to death.. The 
ones that he became absolutely terrified of.. The ones that me and Nikki brought to James on his birthday 
even though we both knew he wouldn't eat any of them.. The ones that | watched people offer James at our 
album release party... The day that | heard him... 


| can't pretend that | don't see all of the cans of diet soda. The ones that | found under James's hotel room 
bed when we brought him back after he almost ran into traffic that night.. The ones that he kept hidden from 
me and Nikki.. The ones that I'm smart enough to know he used to help him throw up.. The ones that he relied 
on to push as much food out of his body as he could. The ones that | saw scattered around the bathroom 


when | found him.. The ones that | saw when | found him unconscious with blood in the fuckin’ toilet bowl... 


| can't pretend that | don't see all of the electrolyte solutions.. The ones that | need to buy.. The ones that 
James was desperately relying on in the fuckin’ hospital.. The ones that he should have been drinking every 
fuckin’ time he went and barfed his guts out.. The ones that | wanted to give him but | gave him the banana 
instead.. The ones that he needed after he broke down to me and Nikki.. After he purged.. After the hospital.. 


| can't pretend that | don't see all of the containers of protein powder.. The ones that James became obsessed 
with and fixated on.. The ones that | need to bring to James because they're the only things that he might be 
able to handle right now.. 


| don't know how | haven't started breaking down here yet but | feel it coming. | fuckin’ feel it! | can't help it. 
Everything hurts so much. All of these memories hurt like fuckin’ hell and | wish | didn't have to remember 


theml 


| wish that they weren't fuckin’ real 


The minute that | walk through the door of James's house and make my way into his kitchen, | allow my tear 
ducts to open up. 


| can't fuckin’ hold it in anymore. 
| don't know how | even made it through going to that fuckin’ pharmacy. | hardly remember any of it. | just 


know that now | need to somehow help Nikki convince James to drink electrolyte solution and | don't know how 


we're supposed to do that! 


I'm standing up, leaning over the kitchen table and my head is just in my hands. | wish | knew how to handle 
this like an adult but it's fuckin’ hard! How am | supposed to be able to contain myself when my best friend is 
fuckin’ dying right before my eyes?! 


YES! | know he's getting help so don't fuckin’ tell me that! 
| don't care! 


FUCK! | do care but who the hell knows when he'll be able to be admitted somewhere?! What the fuck are we 


supposed to do in the meantime?! Just fuckin’ sit here and watch him deteriorate even more?! 


Fuck! Of course not! That's why | just tortured myself and searched for protein powder and electrolyte 
drinks! Because that's all | can fuckin’ do to try to help him right now! 


| can't handle looking at the bottle of Gatorade without crying even harder. The fact that he won't hold down 
anything unless it has zero calories is crushing my fuckin’ heart! The dude is fuckin’ emaciated and skeletal, 
and he can't handle to drink anything with calories in it.. But even with zero calories he'll stil! want to fuckin’ 
throw it up! 


Its not his fault.. | know it's not his fault but | CAN'T HELP IT! 
This ISN'T FAIR! 


I'm just crying harder now and | feel so pathetic but | can't fuckin’ stop. | know | need to eventually get my 
ass back down to the studio so | can try to get James to drink this, but | can't do that if l'm a hysterical 


mess.. | can't do it! How am | supposed to do it?! 
‘tts the.. flutters...” 


It's the moment that James's words swim through my head that | feel a rush of adrenaline. | need to get 


down there right now because god only knows how much worse he's gotten from before and fuck fuck fuck 


fuck fuck! 

FUCK! 

My heart is racing and I'm attempting to calm my breathing as | grab the zero calorie Gatorade with a shaking 
hand. I'm somehow able to grab a small cup to pour the liquid into, but even so.. My hand is shaking so bad 


that some of it is splashing out of the cup. 


| squeeze my eyes shut and cross my arms over my chest to try to compose myself. It takes me a while 


but eventually I'm able to steady my breathing a little bit. Its not back to normal yet but the breaths are 


way slower than they were a few minutes ago. My feet are planted into the ground and I'm attempting to 


focus on that sensation. 


The sensation of being grounded with reality even if this reality isn't where | want to be. 


Every step that | take into the studio feels like hell. I've finally calmed myself down enough to begin walking 
down the steps, but my hands are still shaking as I'm gripping the electrolyte solution. 


I'm also holding a tiny bowl of protein powder mixed with water, and it looks like it could pass as chocolate 
pudding, but only the three of us here will know that it's something completely different. It's just pure protein 
disguised as a dessert. Its not a fuckin’ dessert. 


It's just protein 


James is in such a fucked up physical state right now. His body is sicker than it's ever been His glucose 
levels are probably low as fuck. He's too weak to get himself off of the couch but lim gonna fuckin’ try to 
feed him protein . Protein that he probably won't even eat. 


This is the worst reality on the planet. 


Once | get to the doors of the studio, | pause for a moment and take a deep breath as a way to mentally 


prepare myself for what's to come.. or what could happen.. 


Within a few minutes, | force myself to slowly creep through the dark room. | always wondered why James 
kept the studio so dark. He usually doesn’t have lights on except the candles that are scattered around the 
place. It gives the room a peaceful aura.. Maybe that's good.. Maybe we can all use that right now. 


| continue taking deep breaths the best | can, but once | make out James curled up on the couch with Nikki 
rubbing his back soothingly, | let out a tiny hitched breath. My head turns away for a second to try to 


compose myself again so | can walk over to the both of them. 

When I'm able to, | lower myself down to kneel in front of James, as | place the bowl and cup on the end table 
near the couch. Nikki is giving me a warm smile and he ruffles my Mohawk a little bit, which helps me smile a 
tiny bit, even though | feel tears wanting to pour out of my eyes again. 


"How's he doin?" 


My voice is just a shaky whisper, and | can't help but reach my arm out to one of James's hands. He is 
freezing cold, despite being wrapped up in a ton of blankets right now. He looks so weak.. and just... sick 


Nikki takes a breath. "I think he's okay..". He keeps his voice low as well, as he looks at James with empathetic 
eyes. "He's been asleep the whole time you've been out.. Makes sense though.." He bites his lip and looks at 


me. "His body is depleted of everything.. There's no power left in the battery, ya know?" 


The second that | hear him say that, a sharp chill shoots up my spine, and | can't help but let out another 
hitched breath. | force myself to nod my head as | respond in a shaky voice. "I know." 


| close my eyes for a moment but then reopen them, trying to fight back tears.. Seeing James in this state is 
horrifically painful. 


The way that he's laying down curled up so small is making my heart break. He must have around four or 
five blankets on him, and he's still shivering. | can see it. His breathing is so slow, and his body looks like it's 
just sinking into the couch. It looks like it has no energy to do anything but just stay there in that lying 
position His face is so white that it almost looks translucent. His cheeks are hollow. His fingers have the 


same purplish tint to them that they had before he went to the hospital.. 
If | didn't know better, | would think | was looking at a fuckin’ corpse. 


I'm just trying to focus on the fact that he's breathing, and his heart is still beating, and he's alive.. but its 
hard.. It's all so hard.. 


| have to look away after staring at James for a few minutes because | feel like I'm gonna fuckin’ cry. | can 
see Nikki's concerned face out of my peripheral vision, and before | know it, he has his hand on my shoulder. 


That's when | move my head to look up at him, but my voice is trembling so much. 

"Its just hard.” 

The second that | speak, a silent tear falls down my face, but | don't resist. | just let it happen. My body 
Tenses up in distress as | glance at James again, feeling my heart shatter more and more every second that 


passes. 


| mean, look at him, Nik." | hear a crack in my voice but | don't even care at this point. | don't give a fuck. 


"He looks like he's on his fuckin' death bed |" 


| almost can't make out Nikki's voice because of my crying, even though I'm not making much noise. 
Everything feels so horrible right now that all | can focus on is how bad this whole situation is. 


"| know, DJ..". The pain in his voice is prominent but he's also able to remain calm. "Trust me, | know." 


| take a shaky breath in between my crying to try to speak again. | can barely hear myself but | try my best 


to get words out even if they're not understandable. 


"Do you know how fuckin’ hard it was to be in that pharmacy... My body trembles and my eyes dart from 
Nikki to James, while my chest feels crushed. "Seeing all of the things.. The things that James used.". Tears 
are falling down my face and now my own shirt is wet because I'm sweating. | hate crying but | need to do it. 


| need to let it out. 


"Seeing the fuckin’ laxatives.. and all the fuckin’ memories that flooded me when | did." My head shakes as | let 


myself feel all the agonizing pain. “It was hornble--" 


My words suddenly get cut short by a soft stir from James. | immediately wipe my tears and lean my head 
close to him, making sure that he's okay, and that he feels as safe as he can right now. 


"James..." 

A gentle whisper escapes my lips, and | feel hesitant to talk because he almost looks so peaceful, and | would 
hate to wake him up. At the same time, | feel the dread inside of me because | know that in order for him to 
drink what | bought, he's gonna need to eventually get up. 

"James." 

| gently run my hand through his hair, and | feel him immediately lean into my touch, as he lets out a little 
groan. His body curls up a tiny bit, and that's when | feel how much he's shivering. | close my eyes for a 
moment as | take a shaky breath. 

| hate how he can't stay warm despite wearing multiple sweatshirts and having all of these blankets on him. 


| hate how small and fragile he looks right now, curling into himself like he's trying to hide. 


| hate how he almost looks frightened to open his eyes, and | hate how | can suddenly feel his body's tension.. 


As if my touch is scaring him in some sort of way. 
| hate it. 
| hate it so much 


"James... Hey.." My voice is soft and gentle as | give his ice cold hand a squeeze. "It's just me, buddy.. It's just 


me." | continue rubbing his hair as | try to coax him to look at me. "It's okay.. You can open your eyes.” 

| feel James squeezing my hand back but his grip is weak. He slowly opens his eyes and he looks disoriented. 
My heart hurts but | give him a warm smile. | just want him to know that he's okay and that he's safe with 
me and Nikki here. 


"Hey, dude.." | hold back my sadness as | look at him. "You feelin’ a little better?" 


The look on James's face is a mixture of confusion, exhaustion, and distress. | can see him trying to build up 
the strength to open his mouth and it hurts so bad to see how difficult it is for him to do that. My hand 
stays in his as | rub circles into it. 


"tm... l'm okay... 


| can hear Nikki let out a sigh at James's words from next to me and now he's leaning in, while giving an 


expression full of love and concern. 
"Do you think you can try to drink a little bit of something right now?" 


My heart begins to race as he asks that question because l'm so fuckin’ terrified of what the answer is gonna 


be, and I'm not ready. l'm not ready- 
Please for the love of god, say yes! James please say yes! JAMES PLEASE- 


It's in this moment when | see James squeeze his eyes back shut and curl into himself again that | know.. | 


fuckin’ know he's not gonna do it. 


Tears are welling in my eyes now and | feel so much frustration flooding my body but | know its not his 


fault! It's not his fault but | hate this! This shouldn't be the case right now.. This shouldnt be happening- 


"James." Nikki is rubbing his back now in a soothing pattern, and | wish | could pretend that | didn't see James 
flinch, but | can't.. Why doesn't he like when people try to comfort him?! 


Why?! 
"I know you don't want to right now.. | get it." The pain in his voice is making my heart break but I'm still 
trying to contain myself so | can be strong for James right now. "I understand , but James.. | need you 


to listen to me... 


| feel a tiny bit more hopeful seeing James open his eyes because maybe that means Nikki's voice is catching 


his attention. Maybe he can get through to him. 
Please god.. Im begging you.. Let him get through to him. 
Please.. 


"You feel sick, right? You're very, very dehydrated right now, and your body needs to get some hydration.. 
You need to try to take a few sips of something.. It doesn't need to be a lot.. Just a few." 


Now | can make out James's eyes starting to widen and | know .. | know that he's definitely comprehending 


what Nikki is saying. He probably heard the word hydration and he's freaking out inside. 


"Buddy." | decide to cut in and try to soothe him. It's hard to see him react like this to a simple offer of 
liquid.. "You'll feel less weak and exhausted if you drink something.." | attempt to crack a smile but it just 
hurts. It hurts so much. 


"You were able to do it yesterday, so you can do it Today too." I'm squeezing his hand, and continuing to rub 
circles into it. "Nothing happened when you drank something yesterday, so nothings gonna happen if you do it 
Today..." 


| look away for a second so | can grab the small cup. | feel my hand shaking as | hold it up to James with a 


little straw in the middle of it. 


The look of contemplation pasted on James's face is heartbreaking.. I've never seen anyone have such an 


intense battle of deciding whether or not they should take a sip of something or not. 


"I got the exact kind that you had yesterday buddy." My voice is shaking and | wish | could hide it but | can't. 
| feel so bad, but | can't help it. "See..." 


| hold the cup out so James can look at it, and | see the way his eyes are analyzing every tiny detail of what's 


inside. He looks like a mad scientist about to perform an experiment under a microscope.. 
‘Its the same exact kind.. | promise | wouldn't lie to you...” 


My voice feels like it's about to crack so | stop talking. Nikki takes over and | see him gently coaxing James to 
lift his head up a tiny bit, while speaking in the same soothing voice that he was before. 


"Look, he got you a little straw and everything." The smile on Nikki's face is fatherly and warm, as he takes 
the cup from me and puts it near James's mouth. "You wanna try just one sip for me? Just one sip.. That's 


all I'm asking, James." 


James's face immediately scrunches up as soon as the straw touches his lips, and | swear to god | feel like l'm 
about to fuckin’ lose it. He looks like a little kid who's terrified of eating vegetables, but this isn't food. It's 


fuckin’ zero calorie liquid 
Liquid. 


Its in that moment that | feel my eyes widen.. Liquid.. Liquids scare James.. Liquids freak him out because he 


thinks he'll retain water.. Wait a second.. 


He's told me that.. He's told me that liquids scare hm more because he feels them in his body and it makes him 
feel lke he's blowing up.. Wait! Maybe the protein powder combo is a better option right now.. | gotta try it. | 
gotta try something 


Fuck! 
| need to- 


"James. Hey buddy." | suddenly find my voice again and try to comfort him. “The liquids are scaring you.. | 


know.. You've told me...” 


| can feel James squeezing my hand as if he's trying to say ‘Yes. yes.. / did. They fuckin’ terrify me... That's 
when | slowly reach my free arm out to the end table to grab the protein powder mixture. | can feel my 
stomach churning with anticipation and anxiety as | hold it out to James hesitantly. 


"You've been comfortable eating tiny bits of protein powder with water, right?" My eyes are wide and coaxing, 
as if l'm trying to lead a scared animal out of the woods. Nikki has his hand on my shoulder, and | know that 


he can tell this is so painful for me. I'm so grateful for his moral support. 


"| mixed a tiny bit of it for you.. It's only one scoop in there, buddy, but | know that sometimes the food is 
easier to choke down than liquid, right?" 


James looks absolutely terrified right now, and his grip is getting stronger on my hand than before. | can tell 
he wants to say something but he can't get himself to. | can make out his head nodding slowly, and that in 
itself gives me a tiny bit of relief. | smile while nodding back, acknowledging that | understand what he's trying 


to tell me, as | take the tiny spoon out of the bowl and scoop a small amount of the mixture into it. 


"Ya wanna try a tiny bit?" | can feel my own eyebrows start to furrow in concern but l'm also pleading 


internally for him to agree.. I'm pleading 

James looks like a fuckin’ deer in headlights right now and my heart feels like it's being crushed. 

"|... | can't" 

The words slip outta his mouth so fast that | almost can't hear them, but | know.. | know what he said and | 
know he's panicking. He looks like he's trying to move himself off of the couch, and now my heart is racing. | 
quickly put the bowl of protein down, as | gently but firmly secure James in my arms. | can feel Nikki doing 
the same. 


"Hey, Hey.. It's okay...” 


| could swear | feel James's heart beating fast and that's really fuckin’ scaring me because of how weak his 


body is.. Can he even afford to be using this much energy.. for his organs? 


His eyes are closed and | know that he's dizzy because he's gripping onto the couch as if his life depends on it. 
My hand is still around his back and now I'm sitting on the couch with him, and Nikki is on his other side. At 


least he's safe this way. If he collapses, he'll have one of us to catch him. 


After a few moments of silence on all of our ends, James seems a tiny bit calmer. His heart rate feels like 


its back to normal and | think his vision is clear now. His eyes are open which is a good sign 
"James..." 


| force myself to open my mouth and speak, but my voice is small and hesitant. | don't want to scare him but 


this is such a critical situation and | feel like | don't have a choice. 
"Can you please try to eat something...” 


Tears are beginning to well in my eyes again but I'm trying to swallow them. It feels fuckin’ excruciating at 
this point. Nikki must feel the tension too because he's squeezing James's other hand, and | notice James is 
leaning into his touch a little bit. He has his head on his shoulder, and Nikki is rubbing his back with his other 
hand, while whispering to him. 


"James.. You have to listen to me, okay? You need to put something in your stomach or Im gonna have no choice 
but to bring you to the hospital | don’t want to scare you but your body is in a very bad state right now, and if 
you can't hold anything down, things can be extremely dangerous." 


| take advantage of this moment to carefully grab the bowl of protein mixture again and place it on my lap, as 
| continue trying to hear what Nikki is telling James. 


"Your body is weak right now because its running on empty.. You can hardly hold yourself up because your body 
doesn't have the strength inside of it.. | know that you know all of this deep down but your brain is so malnourished 
right now so you cant think clearly... | know, James.. That's why Im here fo remind you of what the reality is." 


Tears are starting to drip down my face as | hear what Nikki is saying and | look away. | don't want James to 
see me crying when | know how terrified he's feeling right now. He's gonna start worrying about me instead of 
himself and my god, he needs to listen to Nikki- 

He NEEDS fo listen to Nkki- 

"l. | know... Nik..." 


James's weak whisper snaps me out of my thoughts, and | turn my head back to face the two. Nikki is still 


holding him, and because of how frail James is, it almost looks like he's cradling him. 
Just like when | did. When L. When I. 


| shake my head with urgency to try to get that memory away, as | shift my focus back to James. He's still 
whispering to Nikki and | see the way his body is trembling. The poor guy can't handle the blankets being off 
of him. He's shaking. 


"| wanna do it.. | wanna do it so badly... but l'm.. fuckin’ scared..." 


| can hear the pain in his voice even though he's whispering and the look on his face is pure panic. It's panic 
mixed with frustration. My heart is cracking, and | squeeze James's hand, trying my best to comfort him in 
this horrible moment. | carefully grab a few of the blankets and wrap them around his shoulders, and | see 


him leaning into the warmth. 

"I know you're scared, buddy, but me and Nikki are right here with ya." I'm rubbing circles into his freezing 
cold hand, and | see his uneasy expression that he's giving me. "You're gonna be fine.. | promise James.. | would 
never lie to you." 

Now | slowly grab the protein mixture off of my lap and carefully hold it in front of him, as | feel my own 
body start to tremble. James's eyes are locked on the brown pudding like concoction, and he's doing his mad 
scientist analyzing again. l'm not gonna stop him.. If that's what he needs to do in order to make himself feel 


safe and comfortable enough to try to eat it, so be it. 


| don't care what he does. All| care about is that he's able to eat something. He can do whatever 


the fuck he wants as long as he can get himself to put it in his mouth. 


From James's other side, Nikki is giving me a nurturing look, and it helps me stay focused and grounded.. Well, 


as much as | can right now. 


James takes a few more moments to observe the protein in the bowl, until he finally takes a deep breath and 


looks at me. He's biting his lip but he keeps staring at the bowl and then me, and then the bowl.. 
"What are you thinkin’ dude?" My eyes are wide and my heart is beating fast. "You wanna try a tiny bit?" 


Please James.. Please say yes.. James, please.. Please, | need you to agree fo this. | NEED YOU TO AGREE WITH 
THS! YOU LOOK LIKE YOURE ABOUT TO DROP DEAD ANY SECOND NOW, PLEASE AGREE 10 THS- 


| don't even realize that I'm crying until | feel James wiping a tear off of my face. | let out a hitched breath 
immediately, and squeeze his hand. 


"James please." 
My voice is shaking and its full of desperate pleading, but its quiet.. It's soft and fragile.. 
"Please try for me." 


My eyes are wide and doe-like and so are James's. He's looking at me with a sad expression, but he nods his 


head. He nods his head and | can see him taking a deep shaky breath, as he eyes the bowl again 


"Okay." He closes his eyes and nods faster, even though | know it's killing him. "I'l try." 


An immediate wave of relief washes through my whole body the second that | hear those words come out of 


his mouth. | grab the bowl again so | can hold it up to James. 


"Is gonna be just like the banana alright?" I'm still squeezing his hand to soothe him. "You were able to eat 


that mashed up banana so you'll be able to do this too.. Its no different, buddy.. It'll be okay." 


James's hand is trembling in my grip so | gently let go of him, so he can take the spoon out of the bowl and 
go at his own pace. | notice that he's having trouble getting himself to lift the spoon up. Either he's way too 
anxious to be able to hold it without shaking, or he's too physically weak to be able to grip the thing. 


Something inside of me is telling me that its the second one.. 
My stomach is dropping. 
"James?" 


My eyes are bugging out but I'm trying to not make that noticeable. I'm failing miserably and all three of us 
know it. 


| shoot Nikki a look of confusion and | see him nodding in acknowledgment. Before | know it, he's giving me a 


signal to scoop the protein into the spoon for James.. 
feed him’ 


| could swear thats what he's mouthing to me, and just the thought of that is making me want to cry again. | 
muster up all of my mental strength to follow his instructions, as | scoop a tiny bit of the chocolate mixture 
into the spoon and hold it up to James. My hand is trembling as | look at him with a loving but nervous 


expression. 

"Buddy.. You wanna try this tiny bit?" I'm scared I'm about to drop the damn thing, but | force myself to grip 
it as hard as | can. James is nodding his head but | know he's terrified right now. He's starting to lift his 
hand up to try to touch the spoon but fuck ... It really does look like it's taking too much energy for him to do 
that.. 

"You think you got it? If you dont, I'll hold it with you so you don't drop it, okay?" 


| have no idea how l'm not breaking down hysterically right now.. | have no fuckin’ idea how l'm doing this, but | 


am. 


l'm doing this. 


| really am sitting here trying to feed James a protein powder mixture.. | really am.. | really am holding back 
tears as | watch James manage to open his mouth so | can help him swallow the first spoonful of it.. | really 
am sitting here like a caretaker to someone who's dying.. 

But I'm surviving. 

We're both surviving. 

James is actually managing to swallow tiny minuscule spoonfuls of the stuff. He is, but lim not gonna pretend 
that | don't see the look of pure terror in his eyes as he does it. His whole body is trembling, and | know he's 


terrified. | can't even imagine how scary it is for him. Even if | don't fully understand what's so freaky, | 


can feel it. I'm empathizing, and fuck .. | hate seeing him in pain. 
It's not fair. 


"James... You're doing fuckin’ awesome..". I'm trying to keep my voice as steady as | can so | don't scare him 


even more. 


"Keep going, dude... You're doing great." 


After what feels like an absolute eternity, James is somehow able to finish the protein mixture. | have no idea 


how, but he did, and all | feel right now is relief 

Well, | would say relief, but now it's relief and dread 

| can't pretend that | dont see James's eyes bugging out right now. 

| can't pretend that | dont notice that his gaze is moving towards his own bathroom door. 
| can't pretend that | don't feel his body stiffening and his heart racing, 

| cant pretend because all of that is fuckin’ happening. 

It's happening and now | feel frozen 

| feel fuckin’ frozen 

"James..." 


| can't move but | can hear Nikki's voice. Its hushed but clear and full of urgency. 


"James, look at me.." 

| wish | didn't see how James's eyes are starting to well with tears right now, and | wish | didn't see how 
paralyzed he looks. He's shaking in my grip, and l'm saying my grip because | felt him move and FUCK, HE IS 
NOT LEAVING THS COUCH! HE IS NOT GONG TO THAT FUCKIN’ BATHROOM! 

HE IS NOT ABOUT TO FUCKIN DO IM 

HE CANT! 

GOD! NOL HE CANT! 

"Remember when you told us that you wanted us to stay with you in case you wanted to do that?" 

My eyes are filling up with panic stricken tears but | can still see the way that Nikki is urgently trying to get 
through to James. He's kneeling down in front of the couch now, as | secure James in an embrace that | hope 


feels safe, while my own body is starting to shake. 


‘lm here to remind you that you don't need to do it, James." Nikki is shaking his head urgently. "You don't 
need to do it.. You dont need to go in there... 


James isn't saying a damn word and | know he's just frozen in terror now.. His body is trembling so much and 
it's scaring me even more than it was before. | swear to god, | can feel his breaths quicken and oh god.. He's 


panicking. He's panicking He's fuckin’ panicking 

Please god don't let him do it, don’t let him do it, don't let him do it! DONT LET HM DO IT! 

"You do NOT need to do it.. | promise you that nothing is going to happen to you if you don't do it." 

Nikki is squeezing James's other hand and fuck , | can hear the pain in his voice too.. I'm so close to breaking 
down right now and I'm trying everything in my power to stay contained but it's not gonna last. It's not gonna 
fuckin’ last- 

| suddenly feel James flinching in my grip and he's shaking his head | force myself to hold him tighter even if 
that's the last thing he wants right now. l'm so fuckin’ scared.. I'm even more scared because now he's crying, 
and | hear his desperate whispers.. | wish | wasn't. 


"Please.. Just let me do it." 


He's whispering but his voice sounds desperate and weak at the same time. Those words are just cutting 


through my chest like a fuckin’ knife. 


"Just let me do it.. Let me do it! Let me do it-" 


“Shhh... shhh.James.." l'm desperately trying to soothe him through my own panic as | squeeze him tighter 
while rubbing his back. "It's okay.. James it's okay.” 


"You cant , James... 


| could hear a crack in Nikki's voice and that sends a tear shooting down my face. When Nikki cries, the 
situation is fuckin’ serious. He is shaking his head with urgency, and | know he's trying so hard to get through 
to James. 


"I know that you can't think straight right now, so I'm here to be your healthy voice, okay?" 


| can make out Nikki's piercing expression, as he squeezes James's shoulders and moves his head so he can look 


him in the eye. 


"You gotta listen to me.. You cant do it.. | know its loud.. | know that's all you want to do, but you cannot give 


into that right now.. You don't need to." 


James's body is still shaking and he's resisting. | can feel him wanting to pull away from me but | know he 
doesn't have the strength to. He's fuckin’ crying now and | hate it.. | hate seeing him like this and l'm fuckin’ 
crying too. 


" PLEASE Nikki, | NEED to!" His cries are muffled and | can hardly understand him through my own panic but 


my heart is shattering into a ton of tiny pieces. "Nikki, please you don't understand! You don't understand! 
YOU DON'T UNDERSTAND-" 


"James.. Trust me.. | do understand, but | need you to listen to me." 


My heart is beating so fast but it also feels like it's about to stop at the intense piercing tone of Nikki's 
voice. l'm rubbing James's back the best that | can but his body is racking with sobs now.. 


"Your body is sick. It cannot handle another episode, James. Do you hear me?" His voice is urgent but 


nurturing at the same time. “It cannot handle it. Your heart cannot take it." 


He's leaning closer to James now and | can feel James starting to curl up into himself but Nikki is trying to lift 
his head up. 


"You said you had the flutters before.. Do you know what those are from?" His eyes are widening, and he's 


giving James a serious but compassionate look "Dehydration, James. They're from dehydration and starvation" 


"They're from your body not getting enough energy to pump blood to your heart. It needs every hitte bit of 
energy that it can get right now." 


James is just letting out slurred cries now and | can't understand what he's saying, if he's saying anything at 
all. My tears won't stop, and | see tears welling in Nikki's eyes too. 


"You need to fight this, James." He's nodding his head urgently. " Nothing is going to happen to you-" 
"| can't ... | cant.. | CAN'T-" 


"Shhhh James.." l'm forcing myself to speak through my cries now but I'm whispering. "Yes you can.. You can 


fight it buddy.. Please listen to Nikki.. You don't need to do it.. You don't need to do it." 

James's cries are fuckin’ killing me and it's like he's trying anything to get one of us to let him give in, but 
even | know that deep down he doesn't want to actually do it.. | know he's too sick to make these decisions on 
his own.. His brain is sick. He can't think. 

"You're gonna be okay.. James, you're okay.. | promise you're okay." Tears are running down my face as | rub 
his back. Even with thousands of layers on, | can still feel his spine jutting out, and his ribs, and his bones. 
My tears fall harder but | don't stop soothing him. 

| can't. 

| can't stop. 

"You don't need to go in there.. You don't need to go in there, okay...” 

The more that | speak, the more limp James's body becomes and | know that now he's surrendering. He's not 
even trying to resist anymore. He's surrendering into my comfort, and | know he needs it. | need him to know 
that he's safe and loved and that he'll be okay. 


"| got you.. | got you James." 


Now | can feel him gripping onto my shirt, and my heart clenches. | don't even hold back any of my tears 


anymore. l'm letting every single one out.. | can't take it anymore.. | cant .. 
"Hold onto me buddy.. You're okay.. | got you.. You're okay...” 


All | can do is repeat the same mantra over and over again, because sometimes there's nothing else that can 


be done in a situation.. 


| just hope to god that what l'm saying is true. 


| hope that he'll be okay. 


He needs to be okay. 


Embrace The Discomfort (Part One) 


Author's Notes: 

| would like to thank my friend Ezra for helping me choose which scene to add to this compilation today so.. 
(thank you chunkll! even though you don't read from this site.. see ya on A03 !) 

My week has been a little rough so | haven't been able to write anything, but that's why having this 


compilation is great.. All the scenes have been written already.. and also, | can't fit everything into the two 


main stories so | love writing deleted/extra scenes that couldn't be squeezed in.. 

This scene has TWO parts.. This is part ONE, and next week I'll give ya part TWO ! 

TIMELINE WISE: This fits in anywhere between chapters 13 through I5 of "You Have Come To The Right Place”. 
James mentions at the beginning of 14 that he earned the privilege of going down to the treatment facility 
cafeteria for lunch as an exposure a few days a week. This will go into more detail regarding that. 


WARNINGS: ED thoughts, food rituals, brief mention of calories, anxiety 


JAMES'S POV: 

You know what's conflicting? 

Recovery, 

That sounds ridiculous but it's true, especially when it comes to gaining privileges in treatment. 

You would think | would be excited knowing that my treatment team trusts me enough to give me more 
exposures and experiments.. The fact that they think I'm ready to challenge myself should be feeling awesome 
and it is.. It is but it isn’t 

Its great because | get to feel a sense of normalcy even if it's tiny.. Being able to expose myself to things 
that | would have done at home and in the outside world makes me feel more like a normal person as opposed 
to a lunatic with a fuckin' eating disorder. However, at the same time, it's fuckin’ scary. 

It's challenging 


It's difficult because of how loud the eating disorder mind gets.. Especially when it comes to food exposures. 


| recently earned the privilege of being able to eat lunch in the cafeteria as opposed to on the unit.. Of course 
I'm with two techs and other patients who also got the privilege, so I'm being held accountable, but it's been 


interesting to say the least. 
Its also freaky as hell. 


| was given a whole list of guidelines to read over when | earned the privilege, because there are very specific 


rules that everyone needs to follow for each day.. 
Let me explain.. 


Caf is only five days a week, so on the weekends everyone eats on the unit whether they have the privilege or 


not.. unless they have passes, of course. 


If you go down to the cafeteria on Monday or Tuesday, your food options are limited to selections from the 
hot food station, which basically means your entree has to be hot Examples of this include pizza, tacos, falafel 


wraps, grilled cheese, chicken fingers, chicken sandwiches and veggie burgers.. 


Wednesday and Thursday are "sandwich days", which means that some portion of the meal needs to be a 
sandwich.. These include wraps, paniris, grilled cheese, and cold cut sandwiches.. This does not include taking pita 
bread from the salad bar and making this into a "sandwich" We're allowed to have half of a sandwich with half 
of a salad, but the salad has to include protein, fat and starch in it.. Understandable. You can also have a cup 


of soup with half of a sandwich but it needs to include crackers.. 

On Friday, your selections are unlimited, meaning that you can choose anything you want as long as what you 
choose meets your meal plan. We can even get a salad as the full entree but it has to be made with and 
approved by a member of the nutrition staff. 

Now, don't get me wrong.. | was initially excited about earning the cafeteria privilege.. since | would get a bit of 
freedom, but when | went down there for the first time, it ended up being way harder than | thought it would 


be.. It was all because of how fuckin’ loud my eating disorder brain was.. 


| wasn't aware that the calories were listed on the menu.. Of course a normal person wouldn't have given a 


shit and probably wouldn't have even noticed.. but | noticed right away, and thats when the obsessing began. 
It only took a split second for me to be flooded with questions.. 

ks the food that Im gonna eat here equivalent to what | have when Im actually on the unit?! Or is it more?? 
Are the calories on the menu actually accurate or are they estimates? 


What if the portions aren't right?? What if the cafeteria staff give me more than | need?? What if the techs 


dont care and make us eat it anyway! 


FUCK! 


| ended up somehow getting myself to choose something but goddamn.. It was so hard.. | pushed through and 
ate what | got, and | enjoyed it, despite being an anxious mess.. The conversation with the staff and the other 
patients helped a lot so | was grateful for that.. 


Its been freakin’ nerve wracking but | was able to push through every time | went down there to eat lunch.. In 
fact, I've been doing so well that | was granted another privilege.. One that me and Eliza have been talking about 


for a while. 
Challenge Group. 
So.. What's that? 


Challenge Group is a special group at the center that revolves around a therapy called Exposure and Response 
Prevention, which is supposed to help people with obsessive compulsive disorder.. | don't necessarily have that, 
but I've learned that sometimes eating disorders manifest in a way that appears like it.. An example of this is 
the extreme rigidity | have around the foods | eat, the times | eat them, the way that | eat them, and the 
types of food that | choose.. 


By now everyone is pretty aware of how | tend to choose the same foods over and over again whenever | fill 
out my menus.. Eliza has been calling me out on this problem since | got admitted here and she's been trying 
to get me to do little challenges regarding switching things up.. Of course every time | tried | would freak out 
but | somehow got through it.. Sometimes she'll take matters into her own hands and make the switches on 
my merus herself, and | don't find out until | walk into the dining room to find a surprise.. God.. It's just a 
fuckin' joy every time.. 


The point is, the rigidity | have around these kinds of things stems from a feeling of comfort.. Choosing the 
same foods all the time feels safe, because it's become predictable. When you do something for a while it 

becomes comfortable and you feel a sense of security within yourself and your environment.. When you're 
asked to break that rigidity, anxiety and resistance will start to resurface. 


This comes into play with my food rituals too.. | know the way | eat is ridiculous and extremely strange, but 
despite how long I've been here and how hard I'm trying, | can't seem to break the habit... It scares me to even 
fathom eating normally even though | used to be able to a year ago before all of this shit happened.. It's like 
my brain convinces me that something terrible will happen if | break one of these rituals.. as if the world will 


crumble and break into a million pieces.. 


My body checking also counts as a compulsion which l'm pretty aware of.. [ts something that | just have so 
much difficulty resisting.. Whether it's analyzing my body in the mirror, or taking excessive pictures of myself 
for comparison purposes, or feeling my chest or other areas of my body for bones, | can't stop myself from 
doing it.. It even happens during groups sometimes.. It can be as subtle as wrapping my hand around my wrist.. 
To anyone else it would look like | was just positioned comfortably, but to everyone here.. its a different 


story. 


Everyone can spot body checking behaviors in each other.. There is that saying, You cant bullshit a bullshitter.. 


We all know each other's tricks. 


Of course | go from one side of the pendulum to the other, and there's times where | try to completely hide 
my body and avoid looking at it.. I'll wear big clothes.. I'll sit in certain positions that cover certain body parts 


up.. | have trouble going in the shower sometimes because | can't stand to see myself. 


All in all, every single one of these behaviors that | use gives me a weird sense of reassurance, security and 


safety. 


They alleviate discomfort 
See the connection between eating disorders and OCD now? 


Basically, | was put in Challenge Group to see if | could somehow get help in attempting to break some of these 
rigid rules.. Of course the main thing about this is that in order for the group to be effective, | have to be 
willing to be uncomfortable and break out of my comfort zone.. | had to fill out an application to request joining 


the group, and my situation fit the requirements so.. | ended up being added, 


The group is once a week, and the therapist who runs it is a middle aged, bald dude named Todd.. He can pass 
as a clone of Mr. Clean, but he also reminds me of Nikki in some sense.. The way that he's so blunt about 
certain things really makes me want to smirk because it's totally a Nikki thing to do. He always stresses the 
importance of mindfulness and sitting with discomfort.. avoiding distractions.. being aware when you're 


distracting.. 
Damn, l'm getting off track. 


Every week | have to track my progress with some of the exposures I've done, such as taking a shower, 
sitting in a different position during group, or attempting to break a food ritual. I'm asked to rate my anxiety 
level before, during, and after the experience.. and when | come into the group, | have to share it.. We all do.. 


You know, if we're willing 


Its a pretty intense group, but what makes it even more intense is the fact that being part of Challenge Group 
means you have to participate in what's called Challenge Group Lunch Yes, because challenging myself in all of 
these other ways just wasn't enough.. 


What happens during Challenge Group Lunch is very similar to going to caf. Whoever's in the group will go 
down to the cafeteria together with Todd and another therapist named Mallory.. We do the same thing that we 
would do for normal cafeteria lunch: wait in line while deciding what food we're gonna have, pick our sides, get 


our drinks, get rung up, and finally.. we find a table to sit at.. 


This is, of course, where the fun begins. 


Actually.. scratch that. 
The "fun" starts the second that we gather in the cafeteria.. 


Basically what makes Challenge Group Lunch different from regular cafeteria privileges is the fact that you're 
expected to do something challenging during the meal.. It can be something as small as choosing a different 
flavored yogurt as your side, or choosing to have your sandwich on a different kind of bread.. Or it can be 
something bigger like eating in a different order than you usually do, eating in silence as opposed to using 


talking as a distraction, or taking something extra.. 
The possibilities are endless with Challenge Group.. 


| was scared as fuck for my first Challenge Lunch.. | knew what to expect but | was still uneasy because 
regular cafeteria lunch was still so difficult for me but | knew that this was gonna be on a whole new level. 


| typically order some kind of sandwich every time | go down there so naturally | had planned on doing that 
again.. However, | knew that the point of being part of Challenge Group was to challenge myself in some way, so 
after a ton of hesitation and anxiety, | decided that | was gonna choose a different flavored yogurt than | 
usually do for my side.. | know that most people wouldn't see that as a challenge at all, but let me tell you.. It 


scared me so much and it's embarrassing to admit that. 

You know what freaked me out the most about it? 

The fact that the new flavor was 30 calories higher than the one | was used to getting 
Yes.. | did just say 30 calories. And no.. | am not joking 


Of course, rationally, | knew that thirty calories wouldn't make a damn difference in the grand scheme of 
things.. In fact, it didn't make a difference at all for the day! But you know what happens when the good ol! 
eating disorder voice starts overpowering your true self.. That's all you hear.. That's all that | heard at that 


moment... 


One by one every horrible possibility of what could happen if | ate 30 extra calories filled my head and | got 
sucked into distortion-land way too fuckin’ quickly.. Despite this, | still put the yogurt on my tray and forced 
myself to sit at the table with everyone. 


| immediately got in my usual sitting position: one leg crossed over the other, and | started shaking my leg out 
of uneasiness and anxiety. Todd immediately noticed and challenged me to put both of my feet on the floor as 
a way to stop the leg shaking.. 


That sparked discomfort in me because | never sit with both feet on the ground.. If | do it brings attention to 
my thighs touching, which makes me hyper aware of my body.. and then | start to freak out because | don't 


want to connect to my body. 
‘But... Sitting lke that makes me anxious, Todd." 
"That's the point." 


Of course | wanted to groan and curl into myself because | knew he was gonna say that.. The point of this 
whole thing was to sit with the discomfort, | get it.. That didn't make it any easier for me to accept though.. It 
felt like hell 


| was also challenged to keep my hands off of my body during the whole meal but | was having a lot of issues.. 
The body checking urges were off the roof, and | was noticing that | started engaging in counting compulsions 
with my fingers when | didn't check.. It was like in order to not body check, | had to find another compulsion to 
do.. and it ended up being that.. Deep down | do know it was a way for me to avoid feeling.. avoid sitting with 


discomfort.. 


Besides that, the food itself was going well.. | was eating in the order that | usually did: fruit, sandwich, yogurt.. 
| was allowed to since my Challenge wasn't revolved around my food rituals, but once it came time for me to 
eat the yogurt, | hesitated.. | hesitated because | remembered.. | remembered the thirty extra calories that it 
had in it.. 


The extra calories that | was convinced would fuckin’ kill me. 


It felt like it took an eternity for me to peel the lid off of the container so | could start eating it.. As usual, | 
began to stir the yogurt for a few minutes before | forced myself to start eating it.. The first thing that | 
noticed about the yogurt was that there were little coconut shreds in it, and | automatically obsessed over 


how much fat the coconut had.. which is absolutely ridiculous, but thats an eating disorder brain for you.. 


| forced myself to take my first tiny spoonful of the stuff, and | didn't even swallow it fully before Todd looked 


at me and started asking me questions. 
"What does it taste like?" 
| was so confused as to why he asked me that, but | was also uneasy because connecting to the food | was 


eating meant that | was gonna have to connect to my body, and connecting to my body is exactly what | 
wanted to avoid.. | choked out the words trying to act nonchalant, but | was tensing up. 


"Uh... vanilla.” 
"What else?" 


| sat frozen in my seat.. | was getting more uncomfortable the longer Todd asked me these questions.. | was 


having trouble formulating words at this point because my brain was becoming a jumbled mess. Todd must 


have known that | was experiencing some difficulty, because he tried prompting me more. 
"What's the flavor?" 

‘Ohhh.. Coconut yogurt with almonds and dark chocolate." 

| admitted to him that the nuts made me anxious.. You know, because of the extra fat.. 


Eating that damn yogurt felt like torture.. | was continuing to take tiny spoonfuls, and every spoonful that | 
took felt like hell because | analyzed the coconut shreds like a maniac.. | kept checking the container to see if 
there was more coconut than | thought.. and | started questioning if the calories in it were right because of all 
of the coconut. | was convinced that it should have had a lot more calories than the label said and that just 
made it even harder to force down.. Not to mention, feeling the texture of the coconut in my mouth increased 


my anxiety because it just connected me to my body even more than | was before. 
It took me an absolute eternity to finish the damn thing but eventually | did.. At least, | thought | did. 


Todd apparently thought differently. He observed my yogurt and asked me to scrape the remains from the 
container. | swear | felt my face furrow up in confusion.. | finished the damn thing so what was he talking 
about?! 


"Wait... what?" 
"The remains left.. Just for the exposure." 


My heart was beginning to race because for some reason the thought of eating any more than | already had 
was freaking me out.. Maybe it was because the yogurt itself was already higher in calories than the one | 
usually would get.. Maybe it was because my body distortions were so horrible and | thought that if | ate 
anything else | would break down.. Maybe it was just the fact that | was being asked to do something 
completely out of the ordinary.. 


| couldn't help but question him again.. I'm never a person to resist when I'm being told to do things, but | was 
getting so freaked out.. | just wanted to get an answer as to why | had to do this, even though there was a 
part of me that did know why.. 

"Todd, it's done though" 


| was secretly hoping that by expressing my confusion, | would eventually be told that | was fine leaving the 
yogurt the way it was.. Unfortunately, Todd wasn't giving into my disordered panicked bullshit. He just looked 


at me with his calm expression and smiled. 


"| know, but just scrape it for exposure purposes." 


| was cringing inside so hard when he said that because | was expecting him to repeat himself... It didn't mean 


that | felt any better about it.. | couldn't answer so | just stared at him for a few moments. 

Then.. it came. 

‘Are you WILLING to scrape the remains with your spoon?" 

That's when | heard my rational voice speaking.. That side of me was reminding me of the reason that | was 
put in this group in the first place, and it also reminded me that if I'm not willing to do the work, then there's 


no point in even being here.. 


Despite my intense discomfort and uneasiness, | got myself to slowly nod my head, and | started to scrape the 


remains out of the yogurt container.. | can't even fully express how anxiety provoking it was for me. 

‘How much do you want me to scrape?" 

‘As much as youre WILLING fo." 

There it was again.. 

Somehow by the grace of God, | finished.. | was asked to try to sit with the discomfort but | couldn't.. | 
automatically had urges to bolt, stand up, pace, walk around and body check.. You know me.. | always run away 
after meals, except you can't do that during Challenge Group.Obviously.. That's the whole challenge.. 

| ended up organizing my tray and food containers as a way to distract and ease some of my uneasiness.. Todd 
calls that a safety / avoidance behavior.. He said also that the main aspect of Exposure and Response Prevention 
is to prevent using safety behaviors.. 


The point is to learn to tolerate the discomfort without running to things that alleviate it.. 


| learned that Todd was definitely sticking to his word, because the following Challenge Group Lunch proved to 
be just as difficult as the first.. If not, more.. 


| ended up doing the same challenge as the last time because that's how exposure therapy works.. You have to 
continue to expose yourself to the same scary thing in order for it to become easier over time.. so then 
eventually it won't be so nerve-wracking any more.. 


| wish it wasn't so hard to believe that.. | really really do.. 


With that in mind, | chose the same higher calorie yogurt as the day before, but honestly that's not even the 
part of the meal that freaked me out the most this time.. 


When | was in line to get my sandwich, | noticed the man who made it put a lot more hummus on the bread 
than he did the last time, and my brain automatically went into a spiral.. And if that wasn't enough, | saw the 
calories of the multigrain bread that | ate the last time and started obsessing over that too.. So even before 


the meal, | was already sucked into the eating disorder mindset.. 


Once we got to our table, Todd had us sit and eat in complete silence for five to ten minutes.. Let me tell you 


right now, those five to ten minutes felt more like five fuckin’ hours 


| know I'm not usually one to talk during meals since | disconnect and try to numb out, but there are usually 
conversations going on around me.. Even though | don't engage in them, | still hear everything and it helps 
distract me from everything that | feel.. Well, obviously that's why Todd made us stay silent.. He knew that it 


would force all of us to be uncomfortable, and to sit with it.. 


| didn't know how to deal with all of the discomfort.. | ended up shaking my leg really fast and it just got worse 
as the time went on My body checking urges increased, | became more restless and antsy, and | started 
having urges to talk.. | wanted to do anything to break the silence because the silence was foo uncomfortable 
for me. My brain was trying anything it could to disconnect me and distract from everything that was going 


on inside of me. 


So to say the meal started off to an interesting start is an understatement.. | got through the silent torture, 
and forced my meal down despite every urge and sensation | was having.. However, once again, when it was 


time for me to eat the dreaded yogurt, | hesitated. 

| used all of the same rituals that | used the day before.. over stirred, analyzed profusely, tiny spoonfuls.. | 
noticed that this time there was way more coconut in the yogurt than the day before which totally freaked 
me out even more.. The rituals increased to try to ease that anxiety but it didn't even help because | had to 
eat the yogurt anyway. 

| really thought that | would start tearing up because of how horrible the anxiety was. My body sensations 


were off the roof, and | ended up engaging in the counting compulsions again.. Not to mention, | body checked.. | 


couldn't help it.. 
| guess the point I'm trying to make here is that Challenge Group Lunch has been a fuckin’ trp.. 
Somehow I've been managing to survive through it all. 


Hopefully foday will be the same. 


Embrace The Discomfort (Part Two) 


Author's Notes: 
Hope you all had a good week! Here's part TWO of the scene | posted last week.. 


The timeline is the same, since this continues right where the previous left off, but here's a refresher 


anyway... 


TIMELINE WISE: This fits in anywhere between chapters 13 through I5 of "You Have Come To The Right Place”. 
James mentions at the beginning of 14 that he earned the privilege of going down to the treatment facility 
cafeteria for lunch as an exposure a few days a week. This will go into more detail regarding that. 


WARNINGS: disordered thinking, obsessive thoughts, anxiety/panic, food rituals/behaviors, 
SIDE NOTE: the chicken mentioned in this scene isn't chicken breast sized.. It's more like those PERDUE 


refrigerated fully-cooked chicken strips.. here's a picture link for a visual: 


https://wwwperdue.com/productphoto/2ZI|_640_22I_FV_clean_640,jpq 


JAMES'S PON: 


| wish | could say that I'm not as freaked out as | actually am right now but if | did, | would be lying.. l'm 
pretty freaked out. 


God, come on.. I'm frustrated at myself because honestly how many times have | done Challenge Group 
Lunch now?! Too many times to still be so anxious about it! 


Okay, rationally | know that its normal and that | just love to be an asshole to myself but seriously.. | should 
be excited about this! 


| mean.. | am.. 
Today's Friday, which means that when | go down to the cafeteria, | can choose whatever | want.. If | want a 
salad as my entrée | can have it.. If | want a sandwich, | can do that.. As long as it fits my meal plan | can do 


whatever | want.. 


| think I'm gonna challenge myself to a salad today, and | know that doesn't sound challenging at all. In fact, it 
probably sounds incredibly safe but for me it's not.. 


I's actually a challenge for fwo huge reasons. 


Number One: Lettuce is bulky. Foods that are bulky make me feel fuller quicker and | bloat easier, which in 


turn leads me to become more aware of my body. 


Number Two: |f | decide to have a salad, | have to go to the salad bar and portion it all myself. Estimating 
portion sizes is terrifying because there's the possibility of over-portioning.. It won't be exact. 


Its just the anticipation of how hard the challenge will be that's making me uneasy, but you know what? 
That's the whole point. 


I'm just trying to tell myself that if I've been able to make it through the other challenges I've done, there's 
no reason why | won't be able to get through this one too.. 


| thought that | was gonna be able to handle this well, but | think | thought way too soon.. 

| am not okay right now. 

I'm actually the biggest fuckin’ idiot for deciding to have the salad.. | don't know what | was thinking! You know, 
| thought it would have been a good challenge.. | thought | would have enjoyed having salad especially because 
I'm finally allowed , but god.. If | was able to just erase the last twenty minutes of my life | would.. | would but 
| cant 

| can't because.. 


Í portioned the chicken wrong 


| portioned the chicken in my salad wrong! | put too much on my plate because | was rushing since | was 


running out of time to portion.. It didn't really hit me until | sat at the table and looked at the salad.. 

I'm telling you, it was that moment that everything went to shit 

Todd was actually late to the meal and just got to our table now, so it was Mallory who brought us here and 
we decided to start without him. The first thing that she did was ask all of us to think of a fear that we had 
about this meal, and if we were willing to not push it away. 


What's my fear right now? 


Maybe that my body is gonna fuckin’ expand because of how | portioned my chicken wrong like a careless idiotic 


maniac! 


I've been swallowing my anxiety the whole time I've been sitting here, but | have a feeling I'm not gonna be able 
to hold it in much longer.. | haven't touched the salad yet because I've been focusing on eating my fruit first.. 
You know, | have a certain order that | eat my food in.. The fruit is always first.. | know | dragged it out longer 


on purpose because l'm so fuckin’ nervous to eat the damn salad.. 


| don't even know how long I've been staring at the fuckin’ thing.. The longer | look at it and analyze it, the 
more it feels like it's beginning to taunt me. If that salad was a person, it would be mocking me for being such 
a worthless piece of shit.. It would scream at me telling me how much of a mental case | am, and how | can't 


do anything right.. 

| realize that | need to start with something.. It doesn't need to be the chicken, but | need to do something. | 
take a silent breath before | begin to rip apart my pita bread.. | know | shouldn't be doing this but | can't help 
it.. l'm so nervous and of course | just run to play with my food to deal with it.. God, what else is fuckin’ new?! 
‘| want you to try to notice if any of you are using any behaviors to avoid.” 

l'm snapped out of my tornado of frantic thoughts by Mallory's voice. | have a feeling she's referring to me 
right now and if she is I'm not even surprised! | mean, come on.. | literally just ripped my bread up into 
minuscule pieces and now l'm dropping them into the salad to look like croutons... | like to fool myself into 
thinking that I'm not actually stalling, and instead I'm just trying to make decent salad accents but | can't even 
bullshit myself right now. 

| know exactly why l'm doing this.. 


Avoidance. 


That's why I'm taking forever to eat the damn pita bread, and that's why I'm munching on the pieces of 


cucumber, and that's why l'm eating plain lettuce leaves like a fuckin! mental case! 
I'm doing it all so | can avoid thinking about the damn chicken! 
The fuckin’ over portioned chicken. 


The catch is that as much as | try to avoid it, | can't. | can't! How can | when I'm being forced to come face 


to face with it?! Its the only damn thing that's left in the salad now since | ate everything else. 
My whole body is freezing up now.. | can't stop looking at it, and | can't stop analyzing it.. 


You are a tucking idiot! You were supposed to portion two ounces of that! You're smart enough to know that 
each piece is an ounce so you should have just taken two pieces but NOOOO! You had to go and take FOUR fuckin’ 
pieces which means you portioned DOUBLE the amount that you're supposed to have! FOUR OUNCES! FOUR 
FUCKIN: OUNCES OF THAT CHICKEN- 


My heart is beating out of my chest but | can't move. | can't get myself to move any muscles because of 
the intensity of the panic I'm feeling. | feel like I'm just seeing tunnel vision. All I'm focused on is the chicken 
and | can't escape it! 


There's no way they'll make you eat all of that! There's no way! They won't do that if you tell them its over- 
portioned, right?? They're adamant about you learning correct amounts so why would they make you do that?? F 
you tell them its wrong then they should just let you have the two pieces that would have been correct- 


"| portioned this wrong-" 


| don't even realize how quick that sentence comes out of my mouth but now | feel embarrassed.. | can feel 


myself flushing but at the same time.. Fuck! | needed to tell them! | needed tol 
"How do you know that you portioned it wrong?" 


Mallory is looking at me with empathetic yet skeptical eyes. I'm just tensing up even more now, and | feel like 


l'm gonna jump out of my skin! 


Don't you know how many times youve measured all of your food when you were at home?! You used to use 


food scales religiously so you fuckin' know what two ounces of grilled chicken looks like- 


"Because..". My eyes are wide as | keep shifting my gaze from Mallory to the chicken. "I've portioned chicken a 
ton of times and this is not the amount that | should be eating." 


Every time | open my mouth, | fuckin’ cringe so hard.. I've never blurted things out like this during meals and 
part of me feels like a piece of shit for being this way, but at the same time, | could swear that I'm right 
about this! There's no way that | portioned the chicken right! There's no way. 


The longer that | sit here, the higher my anxiety gets. My leg is bouncing up and down at such an intense 
speed right now and l'm avoiding eye contact with anyone.. | keep telling myself that if | keep my head down, I'l 


feel safer since | won't have to make things real but that's such a damn lie. I'm not feeling better! 


The whole situation is making me feel trapped and confined, and now l'm nervous that l'm triggering the other 
clients in the group because of my disordered blurting.. | don't mean to come off this way! l'm just terrified 
and when I'm terrified | act on that emotion, and acting on emotions means being impulsive, and we all know 


how being impulsive ends for me.. Not well. 
All | want to do right now is run out of this cafeteria. | don't know how l'm supposed to just sit here and 
pretend I'm fine! I'm not fine at all. | literally feel like I'm about to have a breakdown in front of everyone 


here and l'm not ready for this.. | am not ready for this! 


That chicken needs to get away from me because | can't stop looking at it. 


Its not right! Its too much fuckin’ chicken! Its not fair! 


Now I'm panicking even more and numbers are filling my head up.. | hate how my brain automatically starts 


calculating calories whenever l'm anxious but here we go.. 


If you eat all of that chicken you'll be eating xxx amount for this meal and that's xxx more than your normal 
amount and fuck! If you let that slde then your body is gonna go all crazy and who knows what the hell is gonna 
happen to youl And plus, what if other times you got things over portioned and you didn't even know?! That 
means that you might be gaining weight but Eliza is just LYING to you about it because she doesn’t want to freak 
you out! You can’t trust ANYONE- 


| don't even realize how desperate | look right now.. Now I'm shooting a helpless expression at Mallory, 
internally pleading.. | just want her to tell me to eat the right amount.. If she could just tell me to eat the 
correct TWO pieces | would be fine right now.. 


But she wont 


"I know how hard this is for you... She's speaking calmly but her eyes are full of compassion. "I can tell your 


anxiety has skyrocketed... 


YEAH! No fuckin’ shit! Im a freakin' mess right now but no one gives a shit and Im just being tortured! What else 
is new’? | deserve this, dont |? 


/ get if! 
| deserve it! 


"Are you willing to sit with the fear of the unknown?" 


All | want to do is scream right now! She doesn't fuckin’ understand! It's NOT unknown! | KNOW that the 


portioning is wrong! 

| can't verbalize anything right now because of how high my emotions are.. | can't even keep track of 
everything l'm feeling.. There are too many emotions swimming through my body right now and | can't handle 
this! 

| can't handle this, and there's no way | can eat that damn chicken! 


"James..". Mallory is staring at me and then glances at the chicken. "Are you willing to eat some of it?" 


Yes. The amount that's RIGHT! 


Somehow I'm able to slowly nod my head despite everything inside of me telling me to resist and do the 
opposite. | take a deep breath before | begin to separate the chicken into two sets of two pieces.. | decide to 
take little nibbles of the two correct pieces, but | know l'm doing it very very slowly.. 


| can feel a lump forming in my throat because | have a sick feeling that Mallory isn't gonna let me stop at 
two pieces, even though | know for a fact that's the amount that was right.. | know l'm gonna be asked to 
have more and I'm terrified that I'll start crying.. 

| can't help but continue to shoot looks at Mallory... I'm avoiding Todd.. | don't know why.. Maybe it's because | 
know he'll just hit me with the hard truth and | don't think | can handle that right now.. God, | know Nikki would 
be telling me the reality but | don't care! This is way too fuckin hard right now. 


Its not helping that | still have my yogurt left to eat but the issue is that | can't eat that until | officially 
finish the salad because then | would be eating my food in the wrong order! | know | sound psychotic but 

| cant do that. | can't even explain why but | can't.. 

| just need all of this to sfop- 

Time is running out. | know time is running out and | still have two pieces of chicken left.. All | want to do is 
plead with Mallory.. | want to beg her to let me bel | know for a fact that the damn portioning isn't right so 
WHY won't she just let it be?! 

"Sit with the discomfort, James." 


STOP FUCKING TELLING ME TO SIT WITH IT! STOP! WHY WOULD | S/T WITH THIS IF | KNOW THAT IM RIGHT 
ABOUT THE DAMN CHICKEN?! 


Its in this very moment that | feel it.. | feel the tears that I've been desperately trying to swallow finally 
start to drip down my face. | suddenly feel myself freeze up and | can't fuckin’ breathe- 


NO! 
No! Goddammit James! You can't cry right now, you can't cry right now! You cant cry right now! 


YOU CANT CRY RIGHT NOW- 


| can't take it anymore! | can't fuckin’ take it any-more! l'm frozen but l'm flooded.. 'm hyperaware of every 


fucking thing yet | feel myself disconnecting because | can't fucking handle this! | feel so trapped 
WHY WON'T ANYONE LISTEN TO ME?! 


"| know this isn't right!" 


| don't even realize that | begin whispering to Mallory under my breath, but now that | started | can't stop. 
I'm feeling so desperate right now and | just need it to stop! 


It takes a few seconds for Mallory to answer me but when she does, she gives me a serious yet curious 


expression. "Are you positive?” 


| don't even hesitate before | open my mouth to answer her. My eyes are bugging out of my sockets and my 
voice has a slight tremble to it. 


"| swear on my life, Mallory." I'm nodding my head quickly, as | speak with confidence. "I am one hundred 


percent positive." 


There are a few moments of pure silence except for the background chatter reverberating through the 


cafeteria. That is, until Mallory finally speaks. 


Ok." She pauses, and looks over at Todd for a moment. "Since | don't know much about this, is it okay if | ask 
Todd his opinion?" 


No no no no! 
No 

SHT NOI 
"Hey Todd." 


| can vaguely hear Mallory's voice through my tornado of panic, but I'm absolutely frozen. My heart is racing, 


| feel hot, my chest burns, my head hurts, and I'm fuckin’ nauseous. 
"What do we do if someone knows for a fact that they portioned wrong? Do they still have to eat all of it?" 


| don't even realize that Todd is observing my chicken until | feel a light nudge from a patient next to me. | 


blink a few times and quickly explain what happened and how | know | portioned too much. 

He's continuing to analyze the chicken, and | wonder if he's trying to figure out if the portioning is right or 
not.. | just want to fuckin’ scream, ‘TODD! ITS OBVIOUSLY NOT RIGHT! | ATE THE CORRECT AMOUNT SO JUST 
STOP- but | don't. | just sit there in silence feeling nothing but dreadful anticipation, and heart stopping panic. 


"How do you know that you over-portioned?" 


Todd is looking at me straight in the eyes and | feel like I'm about to crawl out of my skin right now. | can't 


even control myself before | start adamantly trying to prove my point. 


"Because..". | bite my lip in an attempt to keep it from trembling as | try to hide the agitation in my voice. 
‘I've portioned chicken tons of times and | know what two ounces looks like..". | eye the chicken and point to it 
desperately. "This isn't two ounces.. it's four ounces!" 

As | speak, | feel humiliation and embarrassment flooding me because | realize I'm drawing attention to myself 


and that's the last thing | want to do right now.. | want to hide! | want to crawl into a fuckin’ hole and 


disappear.. not be seen more! 
After what feels like an eternity of pure torture, Todd finally speaks. 
"I think if you ate one more piece, that would be fine." 


WHA T ?! 


| swear to god, my heart must have just skipped three beats.. My eyes are popping out more than they were 
before because.. God.. Someone please tell me that | didn't hear what | think | just heard.. 


THREE PIECES?! 


He wants me to eat THREE pieces in total?! Thats STILL more than two ounces! | already fucking forced myself 
fo eat the two pieces that would have been RIGHT so WHY IS HE MAKING ME EAT MORE?! 


FUCK! 
Now I'm panicking all over again, and | can't even stop myself before | start trying to negotiate. 
"What if | ate two and a half? l'm willing to eat more! But three? Todd that's too much!" 


| know I'm coming off so desperate right now but that's how | feel. Todd isn't taking any of that though. He 


just continues to stick to his guns.. 

"lve done a lot of portioning, James." He's staring at the chicken. "I think three is about right." 

| can't do anything but just stare at Todd, absolutely frozen My panic is suffocating me now but | realize 
that there's nothing that | can say or do to make him charge his mind.. | stare at him in complete silence until 
| force myself to open my mouth. 

".. Are you lying?" 

My voice is soft and hesitant.. I'm having such a hard time trusting him about this, and its scaring me more 


because I've been told that two ounces was the correct amount for me to eat but now he's telling me to eat 


three ounces.. | don't get it! 


| have issues trusting people because | always think they're out to get me in some way.. l'm such a fucked up 
person and I'm used to being hurt by others in the past, so | expect them to lie.. | always expect others to 
treat me a certain way because | think | deserve it.. Whenever someone tries to tell me the truth | just can't 
trust them.. 

| can't trust Todd right now. 

He has to be lying to mel 

There's no way that he's being honest with mel 


| may make up jokes sometimes, but | never LIE” 


He's giving me a skeptical look with one eyebrow raised.. | can totally see Nikki telling me something like this 
right now but fuck! This isn't helping! Nothing's helping! 


My body is trembling now and | can't help but try one last time to negotiate, even though some part of me 


knows there isn't a fuckin’ point anymore.. 
"Why can't | just do 2 1/2 ? That's more than | was gonna do in the first place!" 


Todd sticks to his guns once again, as | expected. "Three pieces is fine." The expression on his face is basically 
saying ‘You know the drill James.. Even if your eating disorder doesn’t like it and that's just making my own 
sensations and distortions even worse. "And, | would rather you be risking a teeny bit of over-portioning 


instead of under-portioning.." 


Its in this moment that | just give up.. | give up trying to get him to change his mind, even though it feels like 


its gonna kill me.. | need to just let up now.. My eating disorder brain is just screaming. 


Í swear to god James if you fucking eat that last piece of chicken you are gonna regret it so much and youll 
never be able to forgive yourself! 


Why the HELL are you listening to him?! He doesn’t care about youl He just wants fo make you miserable lke 


everyone else does! He knows how much of a piece of work you are but he's not letting you get away with what 
you want because you don't fucking deserve if! 


You deserve to be tortured like this! 
You deserve to hate every ounce of your being! 


You deserve to feel lke you're on the verge of a complete mental breakdown because you can’t control your own 


emotions- 


After a while of sitting down, hearing nothing but the harsh insults being spit out by my own mind, | take a 
shaky breath as | look down at the chicken.. 


ust start cutting the piece in half.. Cut it up.. Delay eating it as much as you can before you have absolutely no 
choice left but to shove it down your throat- 


My rituals have become such an unconscious action now because before | realize it, that piece of chicken is 


now diced up into a ton of pieces.. I'm completely aware of how ridiculous | look, and | know with confidence 


that Todd has been observing me this whole fuckin’ time. 


| don't even have to lift my head up to face him to know that he's waiting for me to begin eating it.. He knows 
l'm stalling, and he knows that I'm doing anything to not have to shove it in my mouth... but.. The rational part 
of me knows that this is what | have to do, even if I'm terrified.. Even if | don't like it.. 


| take a deep breath, as | feel a tear running down my face. | close my eyes, reopen them, and slowly lift my 


fork up to my mouth. My hand is trembling and | feel like | might throw up.. 
Come on James... Its okay.. | know youre scared but what would Eliza be felling you right now? 


| DONT CARE WHAT ELIZA WOULD SAY T0 ME! This is not fair and its ridiculous! Why cant everyone just 
accept that Im right and they're not- 


Please try fo breathe and slow down.. You're anxious and you know that you can't think rationally if your emotions 


are at this high of an intensity.. 


The dialogue goes on and on and on and everything feels so overwhelming right now.. | can't think straight! | 


can't do this! 
| can't do this! 


Thats such BULLSHIT! Im thinking fine right now and | know for a fact that everyone here is just trying to make 
me feel horrible! Like wow, cool! As if | was feeling totally FINE before! Ha ha Thats hysterical! Like I 
completely understand why they would want to trick me .. | mean, | deserve if! Ive fucked so much shit up 
anyway so why don't I just fuck this up too- 


James.. Todd isn't out to get you.. He just wants to help you help yourself.. What would he get out of lying to you 
right now? Hs purpose isn’t to make you miserable.. You know what's miserable? Staying sick. Staying stuck in 
your fuckin’ addiction is what is miserable. Sure, recovery will feel miserable but its only temporary. When youre 


stuck in your eating disorder, you will always feel miserable.. That wont ever go away. 


Its the very second that | force myself to put the fork to my mouth and begin chewing on the piece of 
chicken, that | start breaking down. 


| don't know how | survived today.. | have no fuckin’ clue how | got through that meal, but | did.. | did but now 
l'm wrapped up tightly in my weighted blanket like a mental case.. 


| hardly remember what happened after | started crying.. Everything feels like a blur from after that 
moment.. | just know that | felt absolutely fernble . 


What | do remember is that | had shoved down half of the piece of chicken but | couldn't bring myself to eat 
the other half of it.. 


What made the whole thing worse was the fact that | still had to eat my yogurt too, but | couldn't because | 
wasn't finished with the salad.. because the chicken was part of the salad, and | was still adamant about having 
to eat my meal in the correct order.. | know eventually thats something I'll need to challenge, but today just 


wasn't that day. 
Today was focused on trying to accept that my portioning wasn't exact . 


| froze in my seat, staring at that last minuscule part of the chicken, crying.. | was so convinced that | couldn't 
do it.. Nothing inside of me felt any confidence or hope in myself.. There was none. All| was seeing was pure 


misery in that moment, and | think Todd and Mallory both knew it. 


Mallory kept reminding me that | was working so hard and that all | had left was that tiny piece of chicken.. | 
couldn't believe what she was saying because it didn't feel like | was working hard.. It just felt like | was doing 
the opposite of what was right.. | was going against my eating disorder's demands, and that feels wrong. It 
feels wrong and terrifying and unsafe . 


That's how | felt. 

Unsafe . 

| couldn't stop crying, and | didn't even try to stop at that point.. Embarrassment, humiliation and vulnerability 
flooded me, and even though | felt like everyone was staring at me, | knew deep down that none of them were 
judging me. 

| caught myself starting to negotiate again and | was cringing because | knew that | had done enough of that, 
but here | was again.. My eating disorder mind was doing everything in its power to try to get out of eating 
that last part of the chicken... Everything! 


"| think youre avoiding, wouldn't you agree?" 


Yeah. NO SHT TODD! 


| wish | remembered what else he said but | was so flooded that everything else is an absolute blur. 

To make a long story short, with tears in my eyes and after tons of stalling | was told that time was almost 
up.. | ended up shoving that last little piece of chicken in my mouth, and! completely numbed out in order to 
eat the yogurt. 

When we got back to the unit, we had Challenge Group , but | spent the whole time feeling frustrated, anxious, 
and completely stuck in my head.. My brain was calculating everything that | ate, and everything turned into a 


chaotic mess. 


| must have gone into some kind of panic attack because the next thing | knew, | was wrapped up in a weighted 
blanket, shaking, trembling and frozen. 


That's basically the position I've been in ever since.. 

Everyone tells me that the more | do these terrifying exposures, the easier they'll get, and | wish | could 
believe them. It's just so hard when | feel like things are just getting worse.. They feel like they're getting 
harder and more unbearable. 


Recovery isn't supposed to be pretty, but is it supposed to feel this tormenting? 


| hate that deep down inside | know the answer to that question, and the answer is yes .. It's supposed to be 
hard. Its supposed to be ugly, and it's supposed to feel like hell 


Its supposed to feel like hell, but getting through the hell of recovery is worth way more than staying trapped 
in the hell of the eating disorder. 


The hell of recovery is temporary. 

The hell of an eating disorder is permanent. 

For now | just have to keep pushing through the temporary hell until it isn't hell any more. 

Ill keep pushing so then maybe one day, an extra piece of grilled chicken won't have so much power over me.. 


Just imagine all of the things | could have been thinking about in that half hour if | wasn't breaking down over 
that chicken. 


| squeeze my body tighter into this blanket, as | remind myself that | got through this, even though it felt like 


| couldn't. 


Even when every ounce of my being didn't want to, | pushed through. 


| survived 


Dream On Down, You Silly Dreamer! 


Author's Notes: 
I've been waiting to post this scene for a long time.. I'll be honest and say that | have not been doing well 
mentally.. but | made sure | had this ready for you guys, after multiple tweaks € photo editing.. It's time. 


This whole scene is a big TW.. But | am going to elaborate on some IMPORTANT notes at the beginning of the 
scene, so PLEASE read that before proceeding.. 


Take care of yourselves! <3 


SIDE NOTE: if anyone wants to see the pictures for this scene, DM me.. they don't appear in the chapter. i've 
tried twice now... If you check out this story on A03, you can see them that way! 


***THS IS REVOLVED AROUND TRAUMA * 


|) There is discussion of symptoms of Complex PTSD, which is DIFFERENT from PTSD. PTSD stems from a 
SINGLE traumatic event (natural disaster, witnessing a murder, a sexual assault, etc), where-as COMPLEX 
PTSD is developed from ONGOING, MULTIPLE TRAUMATIC EVENTS (such as long-term emotional abuse, sexual 
abuse, being held captive, etc).. It is highly common with RELATIONAL trauma. 


2) Complex PTSD has all of the symptoms of PTSD (nightmares, flashbacks, hypervigilance) , with some 
ADDITIONAL ones (change in self-concept/self-worth, difficulty regulating emotions, interpersonal disturbances, 
etc) 


3) There are THREE types of FLASHBACKS in C-PTSD -- (Visual, Emotional, and Somatic). VISUAL flashbacks 
are the typical flashbacks that you think of when you hear PTSD - reliving trauma as a VISUAL picture with 
auditory components. EMOTIONAL ¢ SOMATIC flashbacks are much trickier to spot and are the main types in 
C-PTSD. 


EMOTIONAL -- where intense EMOTIONS occur due to triggers of EMOTIONS felt during past trauma. These 


can show up looking like disproportionate emotional reactions to a situation, rather than a "flashback". 


SOMATIC (also called "BODY MEMORIES") -- where PAIN and BODY SENSATIONS are felt due to re-experiencing 
the PHYSICAL PAIN of the trauma.. 


*James experiences somatic flashbacks in detail during this scene* 


ANOTHER IMPORTANT NOTE / BACKGROUND INFORMATION: 


In real life, James was married for IO years (but the relationship ended in a divorce). This was during the time 
that he was drinking to self-medicate his undiagnosed Bipolar Disorder symptoms, and it caused issues in the 
relationship. However, from what I've learned about James through his podcasts € vulnerability, | can tell that 
there was definitely more to it than that.. and he has said himself that he "knows he was a difficult person to 
be around", and he blames himself for the failure of the marriage. Without giving away details, keep this 
information in mind while you read.. Toxic relationships are traumatic, and emotional abuse leaves very deep 
scars that take years to heal from.. Gaslighting is another huge component of EA.. When the victim is 


manipulated into questioning their own sanity; whether their trauma actually happened or not.. 


WARNINGS: C-PTSD symptoms (Somatic flashbacks/body memories, toxic shame, suicidal thoughts, self-hatred, 
dissociation (feeling "unreal" and "out of your body" -- a trauma response), panic attacks 


This scene is connected to "Rhiannon" again, (but it is a completely different version than the other scene | 
wrote). Once again, | HIGHLY recommend listening to the song as you read the scene where the performance 


starts (or beforehand). It will just enhance the visual and auditory components of the writing.. Here are the 


spotify € youtube links. 
SPOTIFY: https://openspotify.com/track/TglpJMvPBbS Tu980pyeGHl?si =818c08 IIIafB42ce 


YOUTUBE: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=*HEc4WFzi3Q 


JAMES'S PON: 
The Burbank Studios, Burbank CA 
| don't think I've ever been in the worst position to perform in my life until right now.. 


| know you're probably thinking ‘How the hell can you even say that when you were forcing yourself on stage 
almost every night for months when you were in the midst of kiling yourself?" 


Dont even pull that shit, James! You've performed and made yourself seem fine when so much was going on that 
no one freakin’ knew about! What could be worse than that? 


You know what could be worse? 


Right now. 


| know I'm not fully consumed by my eating disorder anymore.. at least right now | think I'm in a way better 
place than I've been.. l'm struggling, but nowhere to the extent that | did before... It's not that.. It's 
the other thing. 


Trauma 
| hate using that word. 


| hate using a word that | feel doesn't apply to my experiences... It's a word that | don't believe | deserve to 
use.. A word that falsely paints a picture of what I've been through.. My experiences don't count as trauma .. 


at least, to me they dont.. 


The word makes me feel like I've been contaminated and soaked in a toxic pool of gunk. Of course it does, 
because who the hell wants to acknowledge that they might have been through trauma? No one fuckin’ 
wants to say it. No one wants to talk about the crap that has impacted them so much that it 

basically paralyzed their whole being.. 


No one wants to process that shit 


| don't want to fuckin’ process it. | don't want to talk about it and | don't want to think about it, but some 
part of me knows that | need to. Its a huge part of why | developed an eating disorder. It was the catalyst 
of all my self-destruction. It's the reason why | can't accept love and comfort from other people... 


Apparently ten years of a dysfunctional relationship can do that to a person.. But how? How can it have done 
this to me if | deserved it all? If | was hurt because of what I've done, then | don't have a right to feel 


broken from it.. 
lm questioning everything . 


Therapy has been killi me these days. It's only once a week but fuck. It's still tough as shit. I'm not 
necessarily digging into any more trauma work. | stopped once | left the center because of how hard it was 
making recovery. Of course, my current therapist has persistently tried to persuade me to continue where | 
left off, but | just can't right now. | don't feel like I'm strong enough to process more of it, and quite frankly, 


l'm scared to. 
l'm scared and | don't want to. 


| don't want to because wherever I've tried to talk about any of it, the somatic sensations and flashbacks have 


gotten worse. They're terrifying to deal with, but even when I'm not processing anything, | still have them.. 


Triggers are everywhere and so much of the time | just can't predict when I'm gonna go into a dissociative 


episode, or start feeling sensations creep up. | can't even prepare myself for any of it, and it's not like | 


haven't been used to unpredictability. My bipolar disorder has made me grow accustomed to instability but 
this is different. This is all still so new to me and it freaks me out. 


| have no idea what triggered me today but I'm not feeling right. Something inside of me is trying to tell me 
that maybe | had a nightmare last night, even if | don't remember it.. The only reason that | have that as a 
possibility is because it's happened before. A lot of times | wake up with this horrible dreadful anticipation, as 
if something went on when | was unconscious that | just didn't know about. | know by now that memories are 
sometimes suppressed and stored in the body because they're too intense and terrifying for the brain to 


process on a conscious level. Rachel taught me all of that, and | know that's what's going on. 


| think that's what makes all of this feel worse.. The fact that | have memory blockages of the ten years 
of hurt I've been through... It feels cloudy in my mind, yet my body holds onto the memories and lets them out 
in a terrifying way.. | don't have a concrete narrative to connect my experience to.. | only have fragments of 


it.. The emotions and physical sensations... 


I'm used to feeling this horrible uneasiness.. This sense of being perpetually broken, defective .. The feeling that 
something is terribly wrong with me.. The feeling of being suffocated by my own debilitating self-hatred and 
shame.. A bad, horrible, worthless person, but not right before | have to go on stage and fuckin’ perform! 


I'm gonna be singin’ Rhiannon! Of all freakin’ songs it's gonna be that one! 


| love the song. Don't get me wrong, | love it to death but there are certain associations connected to it... | 
know I've performed it a ton of times before and | was fine, but that's the thing. Normally, it wouldn't be 
bothering me as much as it is today.. But today is different, and it's because of the dark headspace I'm stuck 


in. 


The words remind me of them.. The people who've hurt me.. They remind me of what's happened.. The ten 

years that consumed my life that | can't escape from.. They remind me that I'm haunted by this shit and that 
every relationship I've been in has failed or gone bad.. | think on a subconscious level they've always held that 
meaning but because of where my mind is right now, it just seems so much more prominent.. | can't fuckin’ do 


it! 


How the fuck am | supposed to do it without breaking down?! What if | go into a fuckin’ flashback in the midst 
of it?! What if | trigger myself?! What if.. What if the voices haunt me up there?! 


What if | dissociate? 
I've been hiding in the bathroom backstage ever since the three of us have gotten to the studio. This isn't 
just a typical performance. This is gonna be filmed and broadcasted on live television Of all fuckin’ days, why 


the hell does it have to be today?! Why does it have to be right now? 


Why does it have to be on a day when I'm feeling vulnerable, and exposed, and contaminated? Why does it 
have to be when all | want to do is crawl away and protect myself from the outside? Why does it have to be 


when | want to rip off my fuckin’ body and disconnect from even feeling my feet touch the ground? 


Why does it have to be right now when | feel like I'm heading towards the verge of a breakdown? Why does it 
have to be when all | want to do is wish my whole existence away and let myself disintegrate into thin air so | 


won't have to feel any of this shit ever again? 


| have no fuckin’ idea if Nikki and DJ even know what's going on but that's because | haven't told them. Why 
would |?! If | talk about it, itll make it worse... tll make it worse and | don't deserve to talk about it.. | have to 
just try my best to swallow all of this anxiety and uneasiness so | can look as composed as | can when | get 
outta here, but | don't wanna get outta here! 


| DON'T WANT TO DO IT! 


I've been trying to calm my nerves by smoking but it hasn't done a damn thing. | somehow managed to make 
myself presentable when | first got here, but | don't feel presentable. Stage makeup is covering the dark 
circles under my eyes but my face still looks white as a board. My sunglasses can hide my nervous piercing, 
yet exhausted eyes, but they can't hide the tenseness in my body. The black jacket I'm wearing protects 
everyone from seeing the bruises that | inflicted upon myself the other night in the midst of 

an emotional flashback, but it doesn’t take away the festering shame and worthlessness that | feel inside from 


it. 
None of that takes away what happened.. 


Nore of it 


DJ's PON: 
"Is James okay?" 


The words slip outta my mouth without my control, as | stare at Nikki with wide, uneasy eyes. We're both in 
our dressing room, getting ready to go on stage. James ran to the bathroom the second that we got here, 
and he hasn't come out since. Part of me has a feeling that something's going on that he doesn't want to talk 
about, but why am | even surprised about that? It's James. James doesn't open up. James doesn't like being 
vulnerable. James's natural instinct is to hide and protect himself from showing emotions. He doesn't like 


feeling exposed.. 


| know all of this about him, yet that's what scares me. We all know that this is the reason why he ended up 
deteriorating to the point of near death. He kept everything that he was going through to himself but that 
almost killed him! | know he's doing so much better now but lim so nervous. lm nervous because | know he's 
going to therapy, and who knows what he's trying to work through..Who knows if his trauma reactions have 
gotten worse? Who knows if he's slipped up and he just hasn't told us.. 


| don't know anything and that's making my heart start to race. All | know is that he's seemed on edge this 
whole week, and he's been smoking like a fuckin’ chimney the whole day so far. He's definitely not okay and | 
fuckin! know it. 


| wish | could hide my anxiety but for me it's hard. | can tell that Nikki wants to say something to me but | 
don't let him. | don't let him because | blurt out the first thing that comes to my head, while my fingers curl 


up into each other out of nervousness. 
"He's hasn't gotten out of that bathroom since we've gotten here, and now I'm startin’ to freak out-" 
"DJ." 


Nikki's hand immediately starts massaging my shoulder and | don't hesitate to lean into the touch. For me it's 


always soothing.. It's grounding.. For James it isn't and almost feels threatening but for me.. 


"Take a breath, alright?" The comforting tone of his voice helps me breathe a little better and | try to focus 
on his steady, clear words. "He's probably trying to prepare himself.. | know things have been a little rough 
for him this past week.. Give him his time.." 


My eyes close for a moment to try to ease my tension. Although the firm massaging from Nikki is helping 
me, it's not taking away some of the intense concerns I'm having right now.. The ones that are screaming at 
me, telling me that James might be doing something in there... 


| don't even hesitate before | spit out more of my panic stricken catastrophic thoughts 

"But. But. 

My eyes are open now but my voice is small. Its small, fragile, and has a slight tremble to it 

"What if he's." 

For some reason | can't get myself to say it. | can't get myself to say purging , because after all this time, it 
still scares the shit outta me and | hate that | still feel haunted by some of the memories revolved around it 


| hate admitting it but | need to. It still freaks me out. 


Nikki's grip on my shoulder tightens and it helps me snap out of my thoughts. He's looking at me with a 


fatherly expression, and his eyes are glistening with compassion. 


"I know how easy it is to jump to the worst case scenarios, but let's try to think rationally.." His touch 
continues to soothe me even if I'm scared. "James has been doing very well with resisting his urges.. l'm not 


saying that it's not a possibility that he might have slipped up, but the chances aren't that high." 


"We've been with him for the past few hours, right? Have we eaten anything since we've been together?" 
| slowly shake my head because | can see what Nikki is trying to get at.. 


“There's an extremely low chance that he would be doing that, then.. If he just ate something within the last 
half hour.. Maybe-" 


No no no dont fuckin’ say that! Dont say that Nkki That means that he could be sipping up and he's not telling 


us- 
"DJ." 


Now | can hardly hear Nikki's voice anymore. | don't even realize that my breathing has quickened up until | 


feel his hand on my chest. For some reason that's able to snap me back a little bit. 
"DJ.. Stay with me." 


Tears are threatening to pour outta my eyes but I'm trying to hold them back. | know | have a tendency to 
catastrophize but it's so hard to stop it when its happening. At least I'm aware though.. That's a good thing. 


"| didn't say that James was purging.. | said that the chances are extremely low. | don't think he is.. You know 
me, DJ.. If | really thought that, | would say it" 


He's nodding his head and | force myself to nod mine back. Deep down, | know he's right. Nikki speaks his 
mind. If he really thought that something was wrong, he would say it. Nikki doesn't hide or conceal his 
feelings and fears. He openly expresses them, especially when they have to do with people he cares about.. 


People like James 


‘lm... 'm gonna just check on him." | slowly stand up, as | look at Nikki with uneasy eyes. "Just in case.. Ya 


know...” 


"Go ahead, buddy." He puts a hand on my shoulder. "Ill be right here waiting for both of you.. Its gonna be a 


good performance.. | can feel it" 


JAMES'S PON: 


I'm still crouched to the ground, smoking, when l'm caught off guard by loud knocking on the door. My eyes 
immediately squeeze shut, as | blow smoke through the open vent. | really feel sorry for whoever is about to 


come in here because they're about to witness a walking mental case. 


| quickly force myself into a standing position, but | have to grab onto the counter. Despite nourishing myself, 
| still get dizzy if | stand up too fast, but honestly doesn't everyone? My anxiety probably isn't helping the 


case either, or the toxins l'm inhaling, or the coffee that | drank before | got here.. 

"Oh thank god.. | was wonderin’ if you were still alive.” 

My head snaps over to the door and that's when | see DJ. An intense sense of relief is spread across his 
face, but for some reason that's making my uneasiness worse. It's making it worse because I'm not gonna 
pretend that | don't hear the slight nervous tone in his voice. 

He was worried about you.. He probably thought you were doing.. something.. 

You scared hm.. Again.. Just how you scared your girlfriends. Your wife.. Your family- 


‘Oh... Yeah, I'm alive, buddy... 


| feel shame creeping through my body, but | just paste on a smile, even though | feel like I'm about to jump 
outta my skin. My heart is pounding and my hands have a slight tremble to them as | bring the cigarette back 
to my lips, taking one last drag before | throw the thing in the closest toilet. 


| can see DJ's skeptical expression from my peripheral vision, and | know he senses that l'm not okay but this 
is not the time or place to discuss this. | mean, it's never the right time or place to, but right now 


is definitely not- 
"What's goin’ on, dude?" 


"Hm?" My brows furrow instantly, as | flush the toilet and walk back out to the open area. | shake my head 


and smile. "Nothin man! Just gettin’ ready for our big performanc-" 
"In the bathroom?" 


DJ's words have a hint of suspicion in them, and my stomach just twists at the way his eyes are narrowing. | 
know it's all out of love but | can't talk about this. | just can” 


"Come on buddy.. You've been in here since we've gotten to the place...” 


"Yeah? So?" | shrug my shoulders, as my body tenses up. "I just wanted to get in the zone, ya know.. Get in 


the mood." 


| realize that everything I'm saying sounds ridiculous but | don't even care at this point. | just need to 
somehow get through today and if | have to talk about this I'm gonna be a fuckin’ mess up there. | nudge Dj's 
shoulder in a playful manner in hopes that he'll cut the subject, but unfortunately | should know by now that 


he cares too much to let up. 


| still ask myself why.. Why does he care? 
"Its about the song, isn't it?" 


My body freezes up internally as | hear him ask that question. | hate how he can almost read my mind at 
times. | fuckin’ hafe it.. | hate it but at the same time, | shouldn't be that surprised that he's skeptical about 
it. He knows some of the associations with Rhiannon but I've never gone into extreme detail about it.. Not with 
him.. 


I'm just about to spit out false reassurance, but the sound of the door opening beats me before | can. My 
body flinches and I'm met with Nikki's world domination persona. 


"Get your asses out herel" He smirks. "It's time.’ 
No no no no what do you mean its time?! No fuck! It can't be time already! NO! NO00- 
| force a huge smile, as | look at both Nikki and DJ.. 


til be fine, dude.. We're gonna rock itt 


That's the last thing | catch DJ mouthing to me before | squeeze my eyes shut and walk down multiple 
hallways leading to the back door of stage five. 


"Tonight we have a performance with some special quests." 
". Tribute to Stevie Nicks" 
‘Give it up for Sixx:AM everyone!" 


I've only been on the stage for about thirty seconds and | already want to run right back off. This is pathetic 
since l'm a performer. l'm not supposed to be nervous about this, but it's not about performing! Its about 
not wanting to be exposed.. Not wanting to be out in the open when everything feels so grotesque and scary 
right now, even though nothing is happening.. The shame inside of me makes me want to hide and disappear, 


but this is the opposite of concealing myself.. This is pure exposure. 


The second that the stage lights flash on, | feel blinded. Once my eyes adjust, and | begin to make out multiple 
cameras along each side and on the front of the stage, my stomach immediately drops. As if | wasn't feeling 
vulnerable enough already.. | can't fuckin’ hide now.. There's no way to. Nikki and DJ are both shooting me 


excited looks but l'm not excited. I'm not enthusiastic right now.. 


I'm scared 


The audience is screaming so loud at our appearance but they have no idea how uneasy | feel right now. They 
have no idea how paralyzed | am. | do everything in my power to force a smile that | hope looks genuine, as | 
walk over to the microphone stand, with the stage light illuminating over my body. Soon, | start to hear the 
beginning notes of DJ's raw, opening guitar riff.. I'm trying to focus on that before | have to start singing.. | 


don't even know how my voice is gonna sound right now. 


Am | gonna shake? Is my voice gonna crack? ls it gonna be strained? Is anyone gonna notice that l'm 


totally faking being okay right now? 


| almost don't even realize that its time for me to begin My heart is racing, my stomach is dropping, and my 
body feels frozen in place. Despite that, | squeeze my eyes shut for a second before opening my mouth to 
begin letting the words pour out.. The words that | know are about to kil me.. 


"Rhiannon rings like a bell through the night.. Wouldn't you love to love her.." 


l'm surprised that my voice doesn't sound as raw and shaky as | thought it would, but that doesn't mean that 


| don't feel like that inside.. | do.. | feel raw. 
"She rules her life like a bird in flight.. Who will be her lover?" 


I'm already feeling emotion coming up and I've only sung two lines. My body is still in the same spot, but the 
words slip out naturally, even if | don't want to be singing. The performer in me habitually can. | can make 


out DJ giving me an encouraging look, but I'm having trouble moving my head away from the audience. | 


feel that frozen 

"All your life you've never seen a woman.. Taken, taken by the sky..” 

Nikki is groovin’ to my right but | can't look at him in the eyes either. In fact, I'm having a little bit of trouble 
keeping my eyes open right now because of how escalated things are starting to feel. The light shining on me 
is getting brighter, and now the stage is beginning to fill up with a thin smoke effect. My emotions are coming 
up stronger, but hopefully | can use them to make my voice more powerful. 

"Would you stay if she promised you heaven?! Would you even try?" 

Something in me gets me to grab the microphone off the stand, as | prepare to sing the next verse. l'm 
trying to make some movements. We're being filmed for TV right now! | can't have everyone here knowing 


something's wrong. | can't make it that obvious! 


"She's like a cat in the dark and then.. Well, she is the darkness." 


You thought you could trust her. When you first met her she seemed like such a perfect person.. Gentle, sweet, 


Tender, loving, innocent.. 


A chill runs up my spine as the eerie haunting connections start running through my head. Fuck! | don't want 


to think about this right now.. Not here! Not now! NOT HERE- 

You thought thats what she was lke because she put that front up for you but then when no one was around, 
she showed you everything.. She showed you who she REALLY was. She fuckin’ lied to you and she manipulated 
you and then she CHEATED ON YOU- 


| squeeze my eyes shut and force the next line out, even though I'm starting to feel myself sweating out of 


uneasiness. l'm praying that no one can see the way l'm gripping the microphone like my life depends on it. 
"She rules her life like a fine skylark and when the sky is starless.." 


Now | feel my voice intensifying but that's because l'm trying so hard to hide the panic and worthlessness 
that I'm starting to feel. | need to hide it. | need to! 


It doesn't take long before | force myself to start moving around the stage. If | move, maybe I'll release the 


tension! Maybe I'll feel better- 

"All your life you've never seen a woman.. Taken, taken by the sky..” 

Thank god my sunglasses are on because if they weren't, everyone would be seeing how l'm blinking 
constantly. lm blinking as a way to snap me out of whatever the fuck is going on right now. | fuckin’ hate 
this! 


"Would you stay if she promised you heaven? Would you even try?" 


My body freezes right next to DJ, and | can see the loving smile that he's giving me. | turn to face him as | 


sing the last line of the second verse, with wide eyes. 
"Would you even tryyyy?" 


My body trembles a tiny bit as | allow DJ and Nikki to chant the chorus. | slowly put the mic back on the 
stand, and make my way to the center of the stage. l'm facing away from everyone, with my head towards 


the drum kit. 
"Rhiannnnnnnon..” 
My eyes are closed and l'm doing my best to take in the sounds around me so | don't focus on my own 


emotions, but it's hard. It's so.. hard. | force myself to raise my arms in an open posture; a posture that l'm 


known for, but one that feels incredibly uncomfortable right now. 


"Rhiannnnnnnon..” 

l'm still in so much awe of how DJ and Nikki harmonize beautifully. lm so happy that DJ decided to start 
singing because it adds such a great touch to what we usually perform. | just wish | could be doing it with 
him right now, but | feel like | need to pause until it's absolutely necessary. 


"Rhiannnnnnnon..” 


| can hear the cheers from the audience as the chanting continues. l'm wondering if that means that no one 


suspects anything's wrong. Maybe l'm actually doing a good job at hiding this from the public. 
"Rhiannnnnnnon.." 

| wouldn't be surprised if | am. | mean, even though | feel like I'm about to jump outta my skin, I've had to 
mask all of this so many times while on stage. When you're a performer, it doesn't matter how you're feeling 
or what headspace you're in. You still have to do your job.. And I'm doing my job.. 

I'm doing it despite how awful everything inside of me feels. 

I'm doing it even though it feels absolutely exhausting. 

It's the moment that | hear the beginning of the next verse start, when | take a few steps back to the 
microphone. | keep my eyes closed as | grab it off the stand. Despite my uneasiness increasing, | let the 
words flow. 

"She rings like a bell through the night.. Wouldn't ya love to love her." 

Your ex wife caught your attention so damn fast, and you Just fell in love with her lke your life depended on it! 
You guys hardly knew each other and you were just lovestruck You should have taken time and waited but you 
didn't because you were STUPID- 


The noise in my head is getting louder but I'm trying to drown it out with my singing. It's not doing much. If 


anything, its just making it worse because of the lyrics, the fuckin’ connections 
"She rules her life like a bird in flight.. Who will be her lover?" 


How could | have though?! She seemed like such an amazing person! She seemed amazing and she WAS! It was 
Just you that fucked it all up! You KNOW it was your fuckin’ fault- 


"Once in a MILLION years a lady like her RISES." 


My eyes are squeezed shut as | clench my jaw. The words come out in such an intensity that it makes my 
whole body tremble. | can feel the veins in my face and neck popping out, but | don't care. If this will keep me 
from crying, then I'll do it. 

"NO NO NO RHIANNON! you cry but STILL she's gone and your life knows no answer!" 

You begged her not fo leave you! You fuckin' begged so hard because you just wanted someone to be with! You 
Just wanted someone fo love you but she didnt want to have to deal with you anymore! It didn’t matter what 
you said or how much you begged her to stay! I didn't matter because you scared the SHT out of her! You 
scared her so much because you couldnt fuckin’ control yourself! You couldnt control your outbursts, your rage, 
your erratic moods, your drinking! NOTHING- 

"YOUR LIFE KNOWS NO ANSWER!" 


How is that my fault though?! | didn’t fuckin’ know that | had bpolar! No one told me! No one diagnosed me! | 
couldn't help it! IT COULDN'T HELP IT! ITS NOT FAR- 


"N0000000!" 

| scream that so loud that | can hear it reverberate through the walls. The cheer that comes from the 
audience is piercing, but now my heart is racing even more. Its racing so fast and my chest is getting tight. 
My own shame is starting to suffocate me and my stomach is beginning to drop.. badly... and l.. l. 


| feel.. I'm feeling... lim feeling sick. 


The sensations.. The feeling of nausea.. The phantom pain of being grabbed by my wrists roughly.. My throat 
closing... Fuck. . No.. No... No.. 


NO! No no no no why here?! WHY HERE?! NO GODDAMMIT! | WAS DONG FINE! WHY HERE?! 


Color is draining right from my face now and my hands are getting clammy. | can vaguely hear the choral 


chants coming from DJ and Nikki again.. 
"Rhiannnnnnnnon..” 


I'm not feeling safe enough to open my eyes so | keep them shut. Everything is coming at me.. It's all coming 
at me and this is not good. This is not good at all. 


"Rhiannnnnnnnon..” 
My hand is still on the microphone but I'm not singing into it.. | can't.. | cant- 


"Rhiannnnnnnnon..” 


Fuck! | have to! | have to! | have to just do it- 


| bite my lip slightly, fighting every sensation that's creeping up, as | lift the mic from the stand and force my 


mouth to move.. 
"Taken by.. Token by the skyyy.." 


Now | hear my voice shaking, but maybe l'm the only one that can tell. Usually that's the case anyway, but 
today it feels so much worse. It is so much worse, because l'm not usually trying to perform and sing while 


trying to hide the fact that I'm being tormented by horrifying sensations.. Sensations that aren't even real .. 
"Taken by.. Taken by surpriseeeee..” 


You didn’t know what to expect! You trusted every woman that you were with but then everything crashed down 
and it crumbled without any preparation! One day youre fine and the next. BOOM! She cheated on you! One day 
you feel lke the marriage will work out, and then the next.. You're being screamed at every fuckin’ day because 
you cant seem fo get a hold of yourself and your unstable moods! You cant get your act together with your 
drinking, and you're being told that youre an animal. A psycho.. That something is seriously wrong with you--- 


The sensations are getting so much worse, as the memories latch onto me. They come out of freakin’ 
nowhere! | swear, | was doing just fine a minute ago! | mean, | wasn't fine , but | wasn't suffocated by the 


arm pulling.. the wrist squeezing.. the hangover headache.. the stomach dropping.. the nausea.. 
"Taken by.. Taken by the sky." 


Its taking a lot for me to sing right now. No one has a fuckin’ clue, and | don't want them to, but they 
have no idea how terrifying this feels right now. They have no idea how much tension my body is holding 
onto, and how fast my heart is racing, and how | feel practically frozen because of the fear of the sensations 


becoming stronger if | move. 


They have no idea how much shame l'm feeling, and how much | want to run off of this stage to hide. They 
have no idea how tormented | feel on a daily basis because of this shit and how | wish | could make it stop but 


| can't, no matter what | freakin’ do.. | can't. 
"NOOO! NO NO!" 


The second that | finish holding out that growl, | immediately hear DJ beginning his intense shred of a solo. 
Normally, | would run right up to him and bounce around, full of energetic enthusiasm, but tonight | can't do 
that. In fact, | haven't moved from the microphone stand, but no one seems to suspect anything. l'm trying 
to take in all of the music.. The intense guitars mixed with Nikki's deep bass tones, and the rapid drum beats.. 
lm trying, but | can't. 


Jesus James, for once in your life can you just take a breath and LISTEN! STOP for one second! Use your rational 
brain and LISTEN- 


| can't, because all of the horrible sensations are stealing my attention instead. They're stealing my attention 
because | feel them in my body, and | can't escape my body so therefore, | can't fuckin’ escape what's 


happening to me right now. 
James you NEED to calm down, you need fo get a grip on yourself and calm down! Youre SCARING me! 


| feel like l'm about to freakin’ cry right now and that's terrifying me even more. My body feels so unsafe, 


and that makes me feel unsafe. Everything feels unsafe right now. 
Everything! 


l'm feeling suffocated and | can't breathe, but | can't show that. I'm still in the same spot, and my body is 
trembling. My stomach is dropping. My head is throbbing. My arms are being pulled. My abdomen feels 
stabbed. My wrists are being squeezed--- 


STOP ITI FUCK! CUT IT OUT! STOP IT PLEASE FOR THE LOVE OF GOD IM BEGGING YOU! MAKE IT STOP! MAKE 
IT FUCKIN STOP ALREADY--- 


| can vaguely hear DJ's solo slowing down and before | know it, he transitions to the keyboard Even with my 
eyes closed, | can tell that the stage lights have dimmed, and that in itself makes me feel a tiny bit more 


comfortable to reopen my eyes. 


The second that | do, l'm met with an even thicker cloud of stage smoke, and | realize it's being used to 
enhance the eeriness of this part of the performance. The room is pitch black besides a soft light hovering 
above DJ. | still feel absolutely frozen, but | know | need to move.. The idea of the smoke hiding me is what 


gets me to take a step away from the microphone and before | know it, l'm engulfed in the thick clouds. 


Using the tiny glimpse of self-awareness that I'm still holding onto, | force myself to begin making slow, ghostly 
movements across the stage. l'm trying to be cautious of what might make the sensations worse, while 
desperately attempting to appear calm and fluid. The reality is that | don't even know what l'm doing, and | 
don't feel in control of things because of how panicked and terrifying all of this is. l'm so hyperaware of every 


fuckin’ sensation, and l'm too in touch with everything around me. 


Although the stage lights are dimmed, any ounce of light illuminating towards me feels blinding, and the notes 
that DJ is playing on the keyboard are piercing. Some part of me knows that this is the france-like part of 
the song, but I'm feeling the furthest from that right now. Everything is the complete opposite. 


‘Your emotions are so blown out of proportion! | cant get a damn rational sentence out of you ever! Have you 


heard yourself lately?! How are we supposed to talk things through if you overreact about every litte thing?! How 


are we supposed to do this if you cant even control yourself?! Drinking or not James. | dont know what fo 
freakin' do any more-" 


Everything is mixing together now.. The sensations.. The voices of my past.. My body squeezing me.. I'm still 
moving, slowly, around the stage, but I'm not fully aware of what's going on. Everything feels escalated but | 
feel myself disconnecting at the same time.. It's not good disconnecting.. It's.. It's dissociation. 


1 can't handle you James.. | can’t fucking handle you anymore! WE CANT DO THS! 


My eyes are open but my vision is clouding.. The stage smoke is only increasing the dazed confusion that l'm 

feeling. Everything is foggy except the pulling on my arms, and the squeezing of my wrists, and the stabbing 
pain in my stomach. Everything is foggy except the screaming in my head, and the shame l'm feeling, and the 
tears that feel like they're about to spill outta my eyes. 


Through the cloud of smoke and the sinister darkness of the stage, | continue to sway in a hypnotic fashion.. 
Slow fluid twirls.. My movements are graceful, but | don't feel graceful. | feel fuckin’ scared, and things feel 
unreal. It's a terrifying kind of daze. It's not a place of relaxation It's a state where | feel completely 
powerless over my thoughts, my emotions, my mind, my body, and my sensations. | want to run away and | 
want to hide but | don't have any other choice but to stay up here. | don't have any other option than to 


stay on this stage, floating and swaying to the music around me that | can hardly even hear. | have no choice. 


My eyes feel glazed over and if | didn't have my sunglasses on, they would probably appear glassy. | don't 
know if Nikki or DJ know what's going on, because | can't see them. | can't see them because everything is 
distorted and contorted and skewed.. | don't feel like I'm in my body, but | do.. | feel trapped in it. | feel trapped 
with the sensations, and the pain, and the hurt, and the torment, and the torture, and the helplessness, and 
the desperation, and the frustration, and the rage, and the confusion, and the flooding--- 


WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU?! Do you need someone to restrain you, James?! What is going ON? 


| don't even realize that I've lowered myself onto the ground in a wide squat position with my arms above my 
head. The smoke is blanketing every inch of my body, and within a second, | slide back up and let my body 
swim through the foggy clouds. | rhythmically spin in a ducked down position, as | let the smoke conceal my 


body. 

| have no perception of time and | don't know where we are in the song at all.. | don't know if | have to start 
singing soon.. | don't know if the instrumental part is nearing the end. | don't know any of that. l'm just 
continuing to move my body in any way | can.. Any way that will get these horrifying sensations away. 


Anything to make it all stop. 


Things are getting worse every second that passes, and | feel completely sucked away into another fuckin’ 


dimension. | don't hear a damn thing now.. | don't see anything... | don't know anything.. 


My slow spins transition to arm sways, as | face the drum kit again The breeze from the stage fans smack 
me in the face and | feel my hair starting to blow in the wind. My body crouches down, slightly, as | bring my 
head to my chest, and move my arms up and down, like a bird ready to take flight. 


Before | know it, I'm back facing the audience and | could swear that | feel Nikki poking me playfully, but | don't 
know for sure. | don't know because now l'm twirling again, but it's at a rapid speed. | have no control of my 
movements; the wind is taking over... | feel like I'm an apparition, and spinning is an exorcism... | would do 


anything to exorcise the demons that are eating at me from the inside out right now. 


The moment that | stop spinning, a loud, piercing cheer from the crowd follows, but every noise that | make 
out is fogged.. | can't see anyone. The audience just looks like blobs of color... | can't make out details. My 
eyes squeeze shut once again, as | attempt to steady myself. | feel dizzy, and disoriented from the 


combination of the sensations, my anxiety, and my body moving. Am | even breathing right now? 
What the tuck is going on?! 


With my eyes still closed, | slowly reach my arms out, round my back, and sway them around.. If | was able to 
see myself right now, | would probably look like a sorcerer; a dark butterfly.. a sinister crow. The more that | 
move my arms, the worse the wrist squeezing sensation is getting, but | don't stop.. The more that | tense 


myself up, the harder the pulling feels, but | can't relax.. | can't relax, yet | look relaxed, but l'm not. 
| feel like I'm in the worst form of hell. 


After an unknown amount of time that | have no perception of, | find myself back in the center of the stage, 
facing the drum kit.. I'm trembling.. My eyes are closed.. My arms are flowing to the music.. Even though | 
can't make out the sounds, my body somehow is able to get in tune with it.. | feel like I'm out of my body.. | 


feel like I'm gone.. 


Something in me gives me a tiny signal that it might be time for me to rejoin civilization.. My body is tense, 
and it takes a lot for me to force myself over to the microphone. l'm still disoriented, and | can't see the 
audience, or hear anything. | almost don't even hear my own voice. | can't hear the sounds that are coming 


outta my mouth. 

"Oooo00000h..." 

My throat feels strained as | force incoherent, slurred, possessed-sounding noises out of my mouth. My body 
is stiff as a board, and stoic in place. My arms are raised above my face, concealing me along with the thick 
smoke, and my wrists are crossed over one another in a position of defense , with my fists clenched My hair 


is blowing in the windy darkness. 


"Ooooocoaaaaaahhhhhh...” 


My heart is starting to race again, and l'm regaining the internal warmth.. The sweating.. The clammy palms.. 


The skin color drainage.. The panic... | squeeze my eyes shut. 
"unwind, love's a state of mind.. | know.." 


My voice is shaking but | can't hear it.. | can feel it, but | can't hear it.. | don't know what l'm saying.. | don't 


know how l'm even getting words out of my mouth right now. 
"Dreams unwind and your.. love's hard to find.. | know...” 


You'll never find love again.. Youll never find anyone who loves you because youre fuckin' unlovable. Youre a 


worthless, chaotic, unstable, erratic, out of control, maniac, psychopathic , piece of fuckin’ garbage--- 


A horrible squeeze in my wrist causes me to tense up even more. My jaw is clenching but | feel tears 


threatening to spill.. My words are smooth but they're strained too.. They're strained from the emotional pain.. 
"Your dreams UNWIND and love is hard to find.. | knowww.." 


Will | ever be able to love myself? Will | ever feel worthy enough to accept good things from others? Will | ever 
feel sate enough to get into another relationship without fear of getting hurt or upsetting the person? 


"Your DREAMS UNWIND it's still a state of mind.. | knowwww.." 


Now I'm somehow able to grab the microphone again, and when | do, my voice intensifies. It comes out shaking 


but it's strong. Its powerful 

"DREAMS UNWIND AND LOVE IS HARD TO FIND.. Is that what you want?" 

My hands are absolutely shaking now. They're gripping the mic but they're clenched. They're trembling with 
intensity. | snap my eyes open, with my gaze facing right into the audience. My body feels squeezed and | 


can't breathe--- 


ks that what you fuckin’ want?! You want me to never find love again? You want me fo feel so fuckin’ terrified 


all the time?! 
"DREAMS UNWIND! It's still a state of mind.. Is that what you WANT from me?" 


| abruptly let go of the microphone, as | feel every sensation flood me. My arms are reaching forward now.. 


My hands are ready to grab anything | can latch onto that can help me.. Help me through this.. 


"Take me like the wind, child.. With the sky.” 


Take me away from this place! Get me away! | don't want fo feel like this anymore! | don’t want to deal with 
it! | don't want to exist! | want to disappear! Its not fair! Someone fuckin’ HELP ME-- 


"TAKE me with the wind, BABY take me with her..." 


| DONT WANT T0 BE HERE ANYMORE! | dont want to be here, and! dont want to be alive, and | dont want to 
remember but I still fuckin’ miss her! She hurt me, but | miss her! | WANT TO GO BACK! TAKE ME BACK--- 


The stage lights snap back on, and the blinding brightness forces me to squeeze my eyes back shut. Pain laces 


my voice as | subconsciously start the infamous finale rambling.. | don't feel my mouth moving, and | don't 


know what I'm saying.. The words are just slipping out.. 
“All the same!" 

“All the same!" 

“All the same!" 

"Rhiannon. 


My arms are in the air now, as if I'm hailing a god from above. | feel the smoke surrounding me as my whole 
body trembles with debilitating fear, frustration, shame, disorientation.. 


"All the same, baby, all the same.." 

"All the same.. Rhiannon." 

| don't realize how much my words are slurring. | don't realize that | changed up the ending lyrics of the 
song. | don't realize how loud the audience is screaming and cheering. | don't realize any of this because l'm 
stuck in such a paralyzing trap of dissociation, yet l'm feeling everything. 


I'm feeling everything! 


| grip onto the microphone again and squeeze it tightly with both hands, as the incoherent words continue to 
slip outta my mouth. 


"And did your dreams unwind? Was your love a state of mind?" 
Was her love even real? Did she even care about me at all? 


"Did your dreams unwind?" 


Did she actually hurt me or am | making it up? Am I crazy? Am | delusional? Were my experiences even real or 


have | been overreacting about all of it? 
‘Ohhhh! Did your dreams unwind?! Was your love a state of mind?!" 


Was | manpulated so bad that Im questioning my own sanity or did everything actually happen? Am | making a big 
deal out of nothing?! | JUST WANT ANSWERS! GIVE ME FUCKIN’ ANSWERS--- 


"IS THAT WHAT YOU WANT FROM ME?!" 

l'm screaming and there are horrifying tears in my eyes but | can't control if they fall or not. | can't control 
anything thats happening right now! My arms are back out to my sides, and they're as stiff as a board. 
They're stiff but the pulling is there. The pulling won't stop! IT WON'T FUCKIN: STOP! 

"DREAM on DOWN, you silly DREAMER!" 

Keep on dreamin’ that you'll feel at peace one day! Keep on hoping but nothing's gonna change--- 


"No, no, NO! You'll never leave her!" 


You can't forget as much as you wish you could Just ‘cause she left you, she's NOT gone. She still haunts you 
and controls your mind! YOU CANT GET AWAY--- 


"Dream on down, you silly dreamer!" 

Keep on tricking yourself into thinking you won't be haunted by this shit anymore! Keep on dreamin’ on, you ass 
shit because its not gonna happen! This pain won't ever leave you! Youll never be able to escape the sensations. 
your own fuckin’ body- 


"Is that what you want from me?" 


My wrists are getting bruised! They hurt so bad, and everything hurts so bad, and | can't stop it, and | want 
to stop it, and | wish | could just STOP IT BUT | CAN'T! 


ls THS what everyone fuckin’ wants for mel? They want me to have fo deal with this!? 
‘Ohhh is that what you want, babe?! Is that what you want?!" 


My teeth are grinding as the words spit out with painful venom. Every single muscle is activated in my body, 


and my arms are shooting out towards the audience again. 


You want me fo never find love’? You want me to never trust anyone?! You want me to never feel safe 


enough fo open up to people?! 


"Is that what you want?!" 


You want me to feel crazy?! You want me fo feel tormented?! You want me fo feel trapped in my own body 
and mind?! 


‘ls that what you want?!" 

You want me to hate myself?! To self-destruct cause | cant deal with this pain?! Do you want me to have to 
deal with these horrible fuckin’ sensations that remind me of how horrible of a person I am on a daily basis?! You 
want me fo never recover from my fuckin’ eating disorder?! The one that almost killed me?! 


"Is THAT what you WANT from me?!" 


You want me to be scared of good things?! You want me fo continue pushing everyone away because Im terrified 


that theyll hurt me if | get close to them?! 
"Is THATTT what you WANT?!" 


You want me to resort to committing suicide because that's the only fuckin’ way that all of this pain might stop?! 
The only thing that | think | deserve at this pont.. IS THAT WHAT YOU FUCKING WANT?! 


| abruptly stop screeching as my whole body trembles in place. Tears are dripping down my face now but no 
one can see. My eyes are still closed, and every sensation is still there. They're at their peaks now, and 
they're mixing in with DJ's shredding finale, and Nikki's bass, and the intensity of the drums. 

Pull.. Squeeze.. Pull.. Squeeze.. Nauseous.. Hungover.. Stabbing.. Choking... 


My mouth is quivering, and my hands ungrip the microphone. | feel like | might break down right here if this 


doesn't end soon 
FUCK! FUCK! FUCK! MAKE IT STOP! MAKE IT STOP ALREADY! 

| start moving around out of pure desperation, but it's not doing a damn thing! It's making it WORSE! 
GODDAMMIT STOP IT] CUT IT OUT 


Everything is so loud again, and my breaths feel like they're gonna hitch, and we're not finished yet, and | need 
to get outta here! | NEED TO GET THE FUCK OUTTA HERE RIGHT NOW! 


My body is back at the microphone, and | don't even hide the pain in my voice any more.. It's all coming out. | 
don't fuckin’ give a shit now. | don't even care. 


The note is held out for as long as | can. It burns my throat. My arms are up in my traditional wide open 
position, and I've never felt so fuckin’ vulnerable on stage before until now. My mouth is quivering, my eyes 


are squeezed shut, my body is shaking, and tears are running down my face. 


l'm welcoming the sensations now. l'm welcoming the self-hatred and shame... Everything is suffocating me all 


at once but l'm still standing here, in the most exposed position.. 
‘Give it up for JAMES MICHAEL!" 


"SKX:AM. EVERYBODY" 


| can vaguely hear the crowd screeching.. | think DJ and Nikki are touching me... | don't know... | don't know what 
| hear.. | don't know what | see.. | don't know what | feel... 


"Alright... Thats a wrap!" 


| dont know what's going on, because now all | see is black. 


Two hours later: 
James's Studio, Los Angeles CA 


Everything feels like a blur right now. My brain feels foggy, and everything feels dull.. 'm not sure how | got 


here, or why l'm wrapped up in multiple blankets.. For some reason it feels a little grounding.. 


Its hard to keep my eyes open, especially because l'm still feeling a bit vulnerable.. | can't explain why.. | just 


don't feel right.. | feel sick.. 


I'm shivering and my body feels weak. I'm just confused and a little disoriented | can hear DJ and Nikki's 
voices in the distance, but they sound distorted.. far away.. unreal.. 


"gotta let hm rest for a while.. that took a lot outta him." 


‘Did you know he was having a flashback up there..." 


" bruises on his arms... Dont want to overwhelm him..." 


I'm slowly able to open my eyes, and when | do | see DJ sitting in a chair in front of me. | can make out Nikki 


sitting on the chair in front of my soundboard.. Fuck .. Am | in my studio? 
How the fuck did | get here? 

Weren't we just performing? 

What the tuck happened?! 

"Hey... DJ's giving me a warm smile. "You feelin’ a little better?" 


| don't even know how l'm feeling. My body feels heavy, like all of my energy has been drained out of me. 
However, there's a tiny part of me that's feeling uneasy. Something doesn't feel right... Hs the shame.. 


| shouldn't fuckin’ be here right now.. THEY shouldn't be here with me.. 


| can feel my heart rate starting to increase, and | suddenly have an urge to get up and run outta here. | 


slowly start to lift my head up, but it feels heavy. | feel lightheaded. 


"Hey, Hey.. Stay..." | can hear Nikki's voice coming closer, as DJ gently puts his hand on my back. "You've been 
through a lot today.. All | want you to do right now is focus on relaxing, alright?" 


For some reason, | can feel the festering emotions from earlier beginning to bubble right back up to the 
surface.. My whole body feels flushed with self-hatred and worthlessness. Now l'm hyper aware again. Now 
I'm getting anxious because | can't just stay here like this.. 


| don’t feel right. 


I'm trying really hard to not show what's going on, but I'm realizing that there's almost no point. They both 


know... 


| don't even realize that | let out a hitched breath until | feel DJ's hand on my shoulder.. | immediately flinch 
up and start curling into myself. My body is trembling. 


Dont.. fucking.. touch me... 
DONT FUCKING TOUCH ME-- 


"Hey, buddy.. It's just me.. You're okay.” 


DJ's voice is gentle and soothing but | can't help but feel intense panic bubbling inside of me. | can feel tears 
welling in my eyes and | automatically pull one of the blankets up higher to try to cover my face. Now I'm 


trembling again, and | feel so fuckin’ exposed and vulnerable and raw- 


You don't deserve their comfort! How can DJ be so gentle with you when you're just a dirty, disgusting piece of 
shit?! 


"Don't touch me.. Don't touch me, don't touch me, don't touch me-" 
"Hey... Hey, it's okay, buddy...” 


| don't even realize that I've started to let my thoughts slip out of my mouth, but now DJ is squeezing one of 
my hands. 


I'm trying so hard not to cry but l'm failing miserably. The second that | let out another hitched breath, the 
tears start pouring outta my eyes. | can feel my whole face going red and shame is beginning to just wash 
over me now. | feel like I'm dying.. | feel like I'm dying from my own emotions.. They're poisoning me.. 


"Let it out.. Focus on my voice.. You're safe, James.. | promise.” 


No Im not! Stop telling me Im safe when nothing feels safe.. You don't get it, DJI You don't fucking get it! | don't 
deserve this! | don’t deserve your love and comfort so stop giving it to me! STOP! LEAVE ME ALONE- 


"l. | can't." 


The words that slip out of my mouth are laced with pain and my own tears. | can hardly even understand 


myself right now. 
"| can't do this. 


| cant handle any of this anymore.. | can’t fucking do if, DJ Please, you don't get if! You dont get it! | don't 
want to fuckin’ exist, and | cant deal with it! | don't WANT to- 


"Shhh... James.. You can do this.. You are doing this—" 

"No, l'm not..." 

Youre not doing anything but staying alive when you should be dead right now! You don't deserve to heal from 
this.. From experiences that you caused yourself! You're a piece of garbage and you deserved every ounce of pain 


that you got! You dont deserve love.. You deserve to fuckin DIE- 


"I know what you're thinkin’ James.. It's so scary up there, buddy..". DJ's face is full of genuine concern and | 


hear the pain in his voice. "But you're not in that place anymore.. You're safe.. No one's gonna hurt you again, 


James." He's shaking his head. "I won't fuckin’ let it happen" 

"| don't know what's wrong with me..." 

My voice is barely audible and it sounds muffled from the blankets | have pulled over my face and my own 
tears. I'm so exhausted.. I'm tired of fighting these thoughts and emotions 24/1... I'm tired of pretending 
everything is okay, and l'm tired of questioning everything that's happened to me... | just want everything to 


end... | don't know how much longer | can do this for... 


And you have no right to be crying over it either! Just shut the fuck up! Stop wasting everyone's energy when 
they could have left you a long fuckin’ time ago! JUST STOP OPENNG YOUR DAMN MOUTH- 


"lm sorry... 


My voice is so small and fragile, and my words sound broken. | can feel DJ squeezing my hand and that just 


makes me quiver more. 
"James... You have nothing to be sorry for..." 


DJ's voice has a slight shake to it, and | can swear | see tiny tears welling in his eyes. He's shaking his head 


with furrowed brows. 

"You didn't do anything wrong.. These people hurt you.. They hurt you and broke your sense of self apart..". He 
squeezes my hand tighter, and | only feel color draining from my face at his words. My eyes abruptly close 
again " No one deserves any of that... 


"That's bullshit..." 


The words slip right outta my mouth without hesitation.. A tiny tear falls down my face, and | suddenly feel 


frozen. | don't feel like l'm allowed to say anything else.. | cant.. 
"James... Listen to me...” 


| can vaguely hear Nikki's voice coming closer to me and | slowly open my eyes from under the blanket I'm 


hiding in. 


| know how trauma fucks with someone's mind.. It fucks with your whole soul, and it feels like hell to untangle 


yourself from all of it..." 


Nikki is giving me a piercing stare but its full of genuine compassion. He's shaking his head and | see him 


kneeling near the couch l'm laying on. 


"But l'm telling you the truth, and | want you to listen to my voice... There is nothing wrong with you. You 
didn't ask for any of this.. and you did not deserve it.. You're gaslighting yourself because that's what these 
people told you.. That you were the problem... but it's a lie.. It's a lie just like the lies that your addiction tells 


you... 


| feel a strong pressure on my hand which | realize is coming from Nikki. DJ's hand is still on mine.. The 


intensity in his voice is making my stomach drop.. | can't believe him.. How can | trust any of this? 
It doesn't make sense- 


‘Its gonna take time to unravel yourself from this, James.. Ten years of a toxic relationship is a lot of 


baggage to process.. You don't heal from trauma in a day.. In a week.. Hell, it could take years. " 


| feel a sharp chill up my body as he speaks and | want to argue with him that my trauma doesn't count... It 
wasn't real , but there's a tiny part of me that wonders if maybe it was.. Maybe the way | was 
treated wasn't okay.. Maybe | actually was abused.. Maybe l'm not blowing it out of proportion.. Maybe 


| am allowed to cry about it.. 


| close my eyes and take the deepest breath that | can, as | attempt to let all of the words from Nikki and DJ 


sink in 
There are a few moments of silence, besides my own sniffles, before DJ's voice interrupts. 


‘James, if performing that song was triggering for you, you could have said something.. We could have chosen 


something different-" 


My eyes snap open just to meet DJ's concerned expression. | immediately shake my head with urgency, and 


force myself to speak.. | don't want him to blame himself for how l'm acting.. He didn't do anything.. 
"No... DJ.. You know | love the song.. It wasn't that.. It just..." 


"Is been a tough week for you, | know, buddy." He's giving me a warm smile as he starts rubbing his hand 
through my hair. I'm resisting the urge to pull away.. I'm trying to accept it even though there's no ounce of 
me that thinks | deserve to be comforted like this. | let out a sigh and nod my head, acknowledging that yes ; 
this week has felt like absolute hell .. 


Its been hell for you, but look at this.. You're alive and breathing, dude. You were scared as shit to go up 
there on that stage, but you ended up killing that performance!" 


| shake my head and just want to hide even more than | did before.. The compliments don't feel right.. There's 
no way DJ's being honest about that. | was a fuckin’ wreck when | went on There's no way | pulled that off. 
| don't even remember half of the damn thing. 


"You don't think so?" Nikki's eyes are furrowing and | see him and DJ exchange glances, before they both look 


back at me. 
"Do you know how many tweets we've gotten from fans sayin' how amazing you were?!" 


DJ's eyes are full of awe and excitement as he takes out his phone. "Everyone's been watchin’ the broadcast 


non-stop!" He turns back to me and gives a wide-eyed enthusiastic smile. 
"Dude.. I'm convinced that this might have been one of our best fuckin’ performances ever!" 


Everything inside of me wants to argue but right now | don't think | have the energy to.. Nikki and DJ both 
look very adamant about proving their point anyway, so | know that there's no way | would get past them with 


my self-deprecation 


"I don't know many people who could go up on stage and still perform like a bad-ass while going through what 
you went through." 


Now Nikki is chiming in and I'm almost feeling suffocated by all of the kindness that they're both giving me. 
l'm too exhausted to challenge them, and instead force a small smile, as | curl up more into the blankets... For 


now its what | need to do to feel grounded.. 


As much as my brain is screaming at me, trying to convince me that | don't want to be with anyone right 


now, deep down | know that | want support. 

When | push people away, inside I'm really screaming for help.. And right now, | feel helpless and desperate.. 
Even though | don't believe | deserve the support, the most vulnerable part of me, deep down in my 

core knows that this is what | really need. 

Deep down, | truly need DJ and Nikki here. 


| need them, and the fragile voice inside of my head is saying: thank you. 


Thank you for helping me feel safe when I can't do it myself. 


"Hey, Watch the Fins!" 


Author's Notes: 
Hello friends.. Hope you had / are having a good week! 


| thought you guys deserved something a little lighter after last week's chapter.. I'll be honest and say that 
the update shook me up quite a bit (embarrassing, i know.. but the topic hit real close especially for the 
headspace I've been in).. Anyway, | decided on this little gem for this week's chapter... 


TIMEFRAME: This is a drop-in from "You Have Come To The Right Place". Takes place between Chapters 4 ¢ 
5. Nikki € DJ visit James in treatment.. DJ has NOT started coping with alcohol yet.. James is JUST beginning 


to complete his meals and get calorie increases.. 


Anyway.. Enjoy ! 


DJ's PON: 


Everyone knows that I'm a kid at heart, and everyone knows how much of a goofball | can be. | like to use 


humor to help others and lighten the mood a bit.. 


Things have been pretty rough the last few days for James.. The guy has been struggling a lot more ever 
since Eliza started giving him more food to eat and Rachel has started trying to dig into his therapy... Of 
course, | don't know specifics for either realm here, but everyone knows that James is a master avoider.. In 
fact, he told me that Rachel said that to his face during his first session. | mean, she's got the right idea.. 


Anyone who knows James knows that's a fact . 


That's probably the most outrageous yet obvious fact about James, so it makes sense that he's feeling 
miserable right now... | wish | was able to take his pain away and make it mine. He doesn't deserve any of what 


he's going through... 


Personally, | think the hardest part of knowing that he's having a rough time is knowing that | can't really do 
anything about it.. Of course | try to support him when | can, but it's hard when | can't visit him or see him 
all the time. Sure, | can call him and have FaceTime video chats.. | can come during visiting hours, but it's not 


the same.. It's not the same thing as being around him the way that | used to. 


Of course the anxiety festers within me all the time.. All of the questions bubble up. The questions. Æ he 
okay? Is he safe? Is he doing okay? ls he eating? Are the staff taking care of him? Has he hurt himself? Are 
his vitals okay? Is he sneaking behaviors on the unit? God.. they go on forever and ever and ever and they don't 


ever stop! 


The anxiety only gets worse the longer that I'm stuck outside of the treatment center, because | just feel the 
need to be with James as much as possible.. | can't see what's going on when I'm not with him, and it scares 
the fuckin’ crap outta me! 


That's completely off topic though.. 


Basically, | had an idea the other day. An idea that involves making James laugh.. | just want to try to help 


him in any way that | can right now, and | figured.. well.. Doesn't humor help? 

Yes 

Ht does. 

Call me nuts, but | thought that it would be really freakin’ funny if | came during visiting hours dressed up.. 
And when | say dressed up, | don't mean wearing a suit and tie. Nah! I'm talking about dressing up in a 
costume.. 

I've had this green furry dinosaur costume hidden in my house for years! | don't even remember where or 
when | bought the damn thing but its such a killer costume and | honestly think its fuckin’ hilarious! I've been 
wanting to wear the thing so many times but | kept talking myself outta it, especially since I've already done 
some pretty stupid things in my life.. You know what | mean by stupid.. 

Its not lke Ive drawn something inappropriate on the whiteboard in James's room every time lve come fo visit 
since he's been admitted.. or that Ive been so adamant about staying with James even when visiting hours are over 
and Nikki has had fo drag me out of his room.. or that Ive consistently called the facility begging the staff to let 
me talk to James even when he's in a group or a meal because | feel the urgent need to know how he's doing at 
all times.. Nah! 

Ive done nothing of that sort! 


I've been contemplating it more and more every time | know l'm gonna visit James, and now | finally 


decided.. fuck it! | want to wear it.. 
I've waited long enough. 


The time has come. 


Three hours later 


"So.. What was that important thing you wanted to tell me before?" 


Nikki just showed up at James's place and | can already feel my body filling up with childlike enthusiasm.. | 
haven't told him my plan yet, but now | feel like it's just about the right time to propose this grand idea. 


| shrug my shoulders and | look at him, as a smile begins to creep up my face. 

"I just feel like James needs a little pick-me-up , ya know?" 

I'm trying to be as subtle and general as | can right now, because what's the fun in this if | just give it away 
all at once?! You need to build up the anticipation before you just spill it alll Nikki has no idea what's comin’ 
for him.. God, l'm a fuckin’ genius. He's gonna /ove it! 


"Hey, he could always use onel" He furrows his brows in curiosity. "What were you thinking?" 


A smirk forms on my lips and | try my best to hide my cheesy excitement, but I'm not doing a good job. | 


start rubbing my hands together in a mischievous manner like a little kid would. 


Nikki is giving me such a weird look right now.. It's like he's just expecting something childlike or ridiculous to 


come outta my mouth. His eyebrows are raised 

"So....?" He's trying to coax me into telling him the big idea. "Come on, what's the plan?" 

My smirk is only getting bigger as the time goes on, and | know Nikki is getting real close to flicking me in the 
head for being like this, but | just keep on stalling.. | feel like his reaction is gonna be even better if he has to 
wait longer. 

"Are ya gonna tell me or not? Whatcha tryin’ to hide-" 

‘Okay... okay!" | put my hands up in a fake defensive posture, as | finally allow myself to spill the beans. | take 
a deep breath, close my eyes, reopen them, and reveal the big secret. "I decided that I'm gonna dress up." A 


huge smile forms on my face and my whole body is vibrating with pure ecstasy. 


| can see Nikki tilting his head and now he's furrowing his brows in slight confusion. Its almost like he's waiting 


for me to elaborate on my explanation 
"Okay... He won't stop staring at me like a skeptical father. "And... 


"Oh, that's it" My smile just grows bigger, because that's really it. There's nothing much else to it.. "I just 


wanna dress up." 


There is a period of awkward silence, except for my own giggles. | can't help it.. I'm so fuckin’ excited about 
this. | don't care how old | am! 


Nikki's expression just gets more suspicious and skeptical every minute that passes by.. He definitely thinks l'm 
nuts right now but | don't see why! He's acting like he's never heard something like this come outta my 
mouth beforel 


"When you say dress up , what exactly do you mean by that?" 


His tone of voice sounds so suspicious.. It's like he's trying to gently interrogate a kid who stole cookies out of 


the cookie jar, but he knows that they won't admit it. 

| just shrug my shoulders and speak as nonchalantly as | can, but | still can't hide my excitement. "Oh, well ya 
know.. like dressing up." My smile is growing bigger and bigger and it's getting so difficult to not give it all 
away. "In a costume .". 

My eyes suddenly get wide like a kid, and that's when | decide to slowly pull the green dinosaur costume out 
from under James's couch. | can't take it anymore! | have to just tell him. I've been hiding it for way too 
long now! 


"You know, what the kids do on Halloween-" 


| can see Nikki staring at the costume, and | can't tell if he wants to laugh or scream more. He looks like he's 


trying to hold everything in, but | know he's about to burst.. Burst with what? I'm not completely sure.. 


The dude sure knows how to remain calm and collected in a situation, but | can't! | can't contain my 


exuberance. | mean, how can | when I'm holding something this fuckin’ awesome?! 

"Isn't it great?!" | smile excitedly as | hold the costume up to his face. "It's a Dino!" 

"Yeah... | Uh.. | can see that.. 

Nikki looks like he just heard a little kid tell him something so incredibly bizarre that he doesn't know what to 
make of it. | can't help but laugh more though, especially when | see the smirk that's forming on his face. | 
can feel my face beginning to flush from my laughter, but that only gets worse once Nikki opens his mouth. 


"Uh... You are aware that it's not October anymore.. right?" 


| can't help but make a face full of exasperation at that comment, because obviously it's not Halloween season 


but it doesn't freakin’ matter! That's the point! | don't care what month it is! 
"Yeah, so what?" | pat Nikki's shoulder playfully as | give him a confused childlike smile. "Dressing up is 
for any time of the year, come on man!" | start ruffling his teased hair. "Take that old man stick outta your 


ass!" | start giggling again, but then narrow my eyes and smirk. 


now you wanna see me dress up.. Don't even lie.. 
"lk y d p.. Don't lie." 


| notice Nikki analyzing the costume again and he looks like he's in really deep thought. He furrows his brows 
and nods his head slowly. 


| mean.. It would definitely make some high quality entertainment..". He smirks and shakes his head. 

"You'll defintely be catchin' the staff's eyes once you walk through the doors..". He pauses for a second and 
snaps his head at me with furrowed brows. 

"Wait, are costumes even allowed there?" 

"Who the hell knows?!" | laugh and shrug my shoulders, as | smirk at the Dino costume enthusiastically. "But 
more importantly, who cares?! It's not like | haven't broken any other rules there before..". A snicker escapes 
my lips. "What's the harm of doing it one more time-" 

"DJI" 

| can't help but cackle at Nikki's look of absolute disapproval. | raise my eyebrows and smirk. 


"Yes?" 


He's just staring at me in disbelief and | feel like a little kid right now.. He looks like such a dad, but that's 


making me even more adamant to stick to my guns with this ideal Come on! tll be awesome | 
"Nikki, pleaseeee—- ". 
| realize I'm begging like a child now, but | have my reasons! 


"Come on, James would find it funny! He's been having a hard time right now and | think he needs something 
to laugh about!" | pout my lips and give him my best puppy dog eyes. " Pweaseeee.." 


| hear Nikki sigh, but he's smirking and rolling his eyes at the same time. "Okay, fine..". He looks me right in 


the eyes. "On one condition." 
"Yes, Dad?" 
"No sexual innuendos! " 


The second that he says that | let out a cackle, and Nikki looks like he's about to also.. | know he's having 


trouble keeping a straight face as he's talking.. He's smirking so hard. 


"And no more drawing dicks on James's whiteboard for the whole facility to see-" 


"Heyl" | protest out of defensiveness and cross my arms with a discouraged pout. "They're fantastic pictures 


and you know it!" 
"D J n" 


Nikki is glaring at me and his eyes are about to burn a hole into my soul. | can't help but smirk at him, but 
he just stares harder. | decide to bust his balls for just a few more seconds. 


"Yes?" 


"I said." He points a finger to my chest and speaks with a low, clear tone.. A tone used for a kid who is 


getting let out of a time-out. "No more dicks in James's room." 


My eyebrows immediately raise as | try my best to stifle my own urge to laugh. Nikki can be such a fuckin’ 
dad sometimes, and to be completely honest it's hilarious when he says dek .. 


"Do | make myself clear?" 
| shake my head and roll my eyes. 
"Yes, Dad.. | won't draw finely crafted penises for James any-more---" 


A sharp cackle finally comes out of Nikki's mouth at my remark and | feel so satisfied.. | knew he was gonna 


crack eventually. Now, the both of us are laughing like two middle school kids in health class.. Good times 


It takes a few moments for us to calm down and get the rest of our giggles out. I'm tellin’ ya, when you're 


laughing that hard, it's so difficult to stop. 
"Alright doofus.." 
Nikki suddenly nudges me with a wide smirk spread across his face, as he eyes the dinosaur costume. 


"Grab your attire and let's get outta here." 


JAMES'S PON: 


The second that | hear DJ and Nikki coming through the doors of the center, | feel my heart skip a beat.. in 
the best way possible. 


Man, these last few days have been so freakin’ tough, and | don't know how I've been able to get through 


them, but somehow by the grace of God I've survived. | can't even explain how difficult things have been. 


That's why wherever visiting hours roll around, | feel a sense of relief.. Even though | still have a hard time 
knowing that Nikki and DJ are seeing me struggling, I'm so grateful that they keep on showing up, even when 
things are really ugly .. 

‘Hey! Watch the fins" 

‘Not sure that's what those are called but.. okay." 


| can overhear the two of them from my room, and | see them up at the nurses’ station checking themselves 


in.. | could swear | see Nikki poking DJ but DJ is wearing... oh my god.. don't even fuckin’ fell me.. 
He's wearing a freakin’ dinosaur costume.. 


| feel like l'm seeing things, but | also don't because its DJ we're talkin’ about here.. | really shouldn't be 


surprised right now. 


| look away from the hall for a second because l'm trying to contain myself but it's hard.. This is gonna be 


hard. 
"Hey buddy!" 


| pop my head up immediately and.. there they are.. There's DJ in his.. costume. He's just smiling at me and 
Nikki is rolling his eyes at him like a disapproving father. 


| don't even hesitate before | raise my eyebrows and start laughing. 


"Dude." | can't stop staring at him.. | feel like l'm seeing a little kid on Halloween. "What in the world are you 


wearing?" 
Is a costume, James!" His eyes are wide and childlike, as he comes up and ruffles my hair. "Duh!" 


"He insisted on coming here dressed up..". Nikki is just smirking at me, as he nudges DJ's dinosaur head. He 
must know what I'm thinkin’ right now.. Does he think this situation is as crazy as | do? 


"Hey! You're never too old for Halloween, dude!" 
"And that's the thing buddy.. It's not October—" 


"So its never a wrong time to dress up!" He's so adamant about this.. | can't help but just shake my head and 
laugh to myself.. 


"Geez, maybe you should have brought a costume for James, then!" Nikki raises his eyebrows and looks at 
me. "Right?" 


"Uh." | don't know what to say to this whole thing.. | really don't. | can't take any of this seriously right now. 


"| mean.. l'm not sure if that would even be allowed but--" 

I'm cut off by DJ.. The mischievous look on his face is making me fidget in my seat a little. 

"Oh come on James.. you know you wanna dress up... 

The longer that this goes on, the harder it is to keep myself contained. | can't believe this is even happening 
right now. Has anyone even noticed this?! Have any of the staff seen this?? Has Nicole seen? | can't help but 
start laughing again.. | can't hold it in.. | fuckin’ give up. 


"What the hell's so funny, man? You're acting like you've never seen a dinosaur before!" 


"l". | shake my head as | laugh harder. | can't even talk, this is insane! "I just.. Man, | just wasn't expecting 


this-" 


I'm cut off by Nikki's tone of humorous sarcasm. He's smirking at me and then turns to face DJ. "Oh trust 


me James.. neither was l." 


After a few minutes of goofin’ off, the three of us get comfortable in my room.. as comfortable as we can 


be. I'm still on my bed, but thats not too surprising.. There's not much else to do in here. 


"So..". I'm still smirking at DJ, as | take in his costume details. "What in the world made you wanna get dressed 


up anyway?" 


| dunno.. Just figured it would be a nice change..". He lets out a little cackle. "You know me, | like to spice 


things up!" 


"Well you really outdid yourself with this one, buddy." | pat his shoulder and continue observing the outfit. 
"Where'd you even get this thing?" 


| can hear Nikki let out a snicker from the other side of me. "He's had it forever, mon... | didn't even know he 


planned this until a few hours ago!" He shakes his head and just laughs. "The dudes a child-" 
"Yeah, the best child!" 


| don't even know how long this back and forth goes on, but you know what? I'll take this over struggling any 
day.. Laughing is great, and honestly even though so much of the time | have trouble finding the good in things 
because l'm so sucked into the negative, | know it's there.. | know somewhere deep down there is light in the 


darkest moments.. Even if it's just as little as DJ showing up here dressed up as a fuckin’ dinosaur. 


The little things really make the biggest impact, because they add up. 


| keep looking at DJ and it makes me so happy to see him goofing off and laughing.. | know he's been going 
through hell just as much as | have so to see him being granted some peace is so relieving. He doesn't 
deserve to struggle so much, and fuck.. | wish | could do more to help him, but | know just being here for him 
is really all | can do.. | know he probably wanted to wear his Dino costume to try to make me laugh, but | think 
he subconsciously did it for himself too.. lm not the only one that needed it.. 


He needed it just as much as | did. 


‘Oh and by the way..".| nudge DJ and point to his head. "Those things are called spikes ." 


| Cant Save You, No Matter How | Try... 


Author's Notes: 
| would like to thank my two hour car ride to upstate, new york for the opportunity to write this chapter (and 
have it ready for this week's update !) 


*** This is a DROP-IN scene that takes place during CHAPTER 32 of "RELIEF" (the chapter is titled 
"Codependency*). If you haven't read Relief, | suggest you head on over there to take a look. This will make 


much more sense if you do. 


This scene takes place directly after Nikki pulls James away from a car that he was about to run into in the 
midst of a panic-stricken manic episode. In "Relief", the scene following Nikki pulling James away switches to 
Nikki € DJ staying outside James's hotel room (after Nikki calmed James down enough for him to fall asleep) . 
DJ goes in to check on James, and prays at his bedside (sound familiar to anyone??).. Make a long story short, 
this deleted scene is what happens BETWEEN those two events... What happened between DJ calling a cab and 
them getting back to the hotel. 


ANOTHER NOTE: For those who have forgotten, James dissociated during this episode € does not remember 


any of it. Nikki explained it all to him way later on. If he hadn't, he never would have known this whole thing 
occurred. Dissociation can happen during high states of anxiety and/or during manic episodes.*** 


NIKKIS PON: 


"Hello.. Hi.. Uh..." 


A cool, sharp gust of wind smacks me in the face as | securely hold James in my grip, feeling his rapid 


heartbeat, along with my own. 

‘I need a cab on the northeast corner of 35th Street... Uh. As soon as you can.. Yeah.. Yeah. Thank you-" 
DJ's voice shakes in the background, and | can hear him end the call to the taxi company. A slight sigh of 
relief washes over me, but it's not nearly enough to gain a sense of peace from the horrid chain of events 
that we're in the midst of right now. 


"They said they'll be here as soon as they can." 


He sounds breathless, and my heart only clenches at the way his words sound disconnected.. as if his mind is 


about to send him to a far away place.. A world where none of the bad exists.. A world where we wouldn't 


have to deal with anything like this. 


| give DJ a quick head nod of acknowledgment and let out a soft sigh as | look into his piercing, nervous eyes. | 


wish | could tell him that everything will be okay, but to be completely honest... | can't.. 
In this situation, | can’t promise that. 


Time feels like it's standing still. In the last five minutes, everything has felt like it froze.. As if the world 
suddenly stopped turning.. 


The eerie darkness of the chilly night sends a shiver up my spine, but the situation that the three of us are 
in right now only makes it worse. The pit I've had in my stomach since | chased James outside, after he 
started running in panic, hasn't gone away, and if anything it's only gotten more intense.. 

The terrifying question in my mind remains. 

Was James's impulsive behavior fueled by his mania or was it a deliberate attempt to end his life? 

Its a horrible question to have to ponder, and it's something that | don't think anyone wants or 

would ever want to have to explore, but | can't escape it.. | can't run away from the possibility of what just 
occurred in the last five minutes. 

James is still trembling in my secure grip, and my shirt feels a tiny bit wet. His breathing is a lot slower than 
it initially was.. Thankfully, my guided breathing techniques were able to help him, but | know he's still in a high 
state of panic. He hasn't moved his head from my chest.. Its almost like he's using it as a way to hide.. Hide 


from the pain.. The emotions.. The torture of his mind.. 


| muster up the internal strength to take a deep breath in, followed by a long exhale, as | force myself to 


speak in a calm, gentle, nurturing tone. 
"We're going back to the hotel, alright? Me, you, and DJ." 


A strained breath escapes James's lips, and | feel his head pressing further into my chest. | tighten my hold 
on him. 


"Hey, its okay...” 


| feel the beginning of a tear forming in my eye, but | do everything in my power to stifle it from falling. | 
continue speaking through the uneasiness that's eating at me from the inside. 


lm not going anywhere.. Me and DJ are gonna stay with you..” 


| can't help but think that if James was fully aware of what's going on, he would resist the idea of the 
comfort I'm desperately trying to provide him.. The fact that he's leaning into my touch like this only breaks 


my heart even more. 
‘Its gonna be okay, James." 


Every word that slips from my mouth holds a level of true compassion, yet the fear is there.. It's prominent, 


and sure | may be masking it well from the outside, but inside everything is crumbling down 


Just looking at James curled up so small in my arms makes me picture a vulnerable child.. Someone who never 
got the love and care that he needed.. Someone who doesn't believe they deserve it.. | see a broken person who 
has so much pain inside of them that they can't release.. | see the outer shell.. 


James's shell 
The tense, panic-ridden, yet physically deteriorated.. sick. weak.. shell of a body... 


The body of someone with such a genuine, warm soul.. Someone who lends their empathetic heart to others, 
but refuses to let it shine inwards.. 


| see the pure reality of an addiction.. The horrible, grotesque side of it. | see the consequences of the 


demons that haven't been dealt with... 
| see myself . 


| see my younger self; the addict who was sick and crying for help on the inside, but refusing to let his guard 
down, only to resist the love and nurture that he needed deep down in his core. 


Despite being in the middle of a desolate city street in the dead of night, | see every feature of James's 
deterioration The translucent tone of his skin is only enhanced by the sidewalk lights shining on the both of 
us. The one hand that I'm gripping onto is purple; Nails holding a sickly blueish tint. The bumps of his spine 
can still be felt from under the thick layer of clothing he's wearing, and a part of me has a slight fear that 
my grip might be hurting him because of the level of his body's fragility. 


From my peripheral vision, | can make out DJ's body lowering down to mine and James's level. He puts a hand 
on mine and rubs it, but | would be lying if | said | couldn't feel his trembles too. 


There is absolute silence, the only sounds coming from the wind hitting the trees, occasional city traffic, and 


James's slow, yet strained, sharp uneven breaths. 


In a situation like this, sometimes there are no words that can be spoken. | want to say something, but l'm 
not sure what can be said to even make an attempt to lighten anything thats happening.. | can't... | wish | could, 
but right now | can't. 


Right now, the silence is necessary, but it also feels deafening at the same time. 
‘lm right here, buddy..." 


DJ's soft, fragile voice breaks the silence. He's leaning his head close to James's, which is still pressed into my 


chest. | close my eyes for a moment, as | listen to the comforting words spoken. 
"The taxi's gonna be here soon." 


His words have a strong tremble to them, but | know DJ is trying to be strong for James right now.. | feel his 


internal pain.. 
"Just hold on... alright?" 


| could swear | hear a sniffle after that, and that's when | pop my eyes back open to see tiny tears falling 
down DJ's face. He's rubbing James's hair, and | feel his body stiffen up in my grip. 


‘Its just DJ.. You're okay, James..." 


My voice is low but still holds that comforting aura that | hope is somehow traveling to James's soul.. | can't 


help but wonder how long itll take for the cab to arrive here.. 


The sooner that we can get James to a safe place to rest, the better.. 


After a few more moments of dreadful, anticipatory silence, | begin to make out a bright pair of headlights in 


the distance. My heart skips a beat the second that the yellow and black lettering steals my focus. 
Oh thank the fuckin’ lord 


An immediate wave of relief washes over me, as | shoot a quick gaze at DJ signaling for him to hail the cab 
over to where we are. He jumps up from his crouched down position and begins flailing his arms in the air. 
Thankfully, it doesn't take long for it to catch the driver's attention, and before | know it, DJ begins summoning 


me. 


| give him a quick head nod as | start to compose myself to go forward. With James still in my tight, secure 
grip, | begin whispering to him, leaning my head in close. 


"The taxi's here, James.. I'm gonna help ya stand up so we can get in there..". His ice-cold hand trembles in my 


grip as | speak, this time under my breath. "Shit.. You're freezing.. We need to warm you up...” 


The second that | attempt to lift myself off of the ground, James grips onto my shirt like his life depends on 


it. | could swear | hear a soft panicky noise from him, and all that does is make my heart clench. 
‘Its okay, James.. Hey, you're okay" 


| tighten my embrace and feel him tensing up more as | get the both of us into a standing position. James's 
heart is racing now, and the only reason | know that is because | feel it hitting my chest. He's panicking. | 
continue speaking as calmly as | can, as | slowly take a few steps towards the car, making sure his body is still 


secured. 
"We're just getting in the cab, alright? l'm right here with ya.. We're going to a safe place." 


| don't want to draw so much attention to what's going on right now, but | almost don't have a choice. James 
is resisting any movement that l'm making.. | know for a fact that he's not fully present right now.. His mind is 
stuck in a terrifying place, and that's what scares me more about this; the fact that he's not aware of what's 


going on.. 
"James, you're okay, you're okay.. Hey-" 


| give his hard a tight squeeze, as | reach the cab door that DJ is holding open for us. Using all of my 


internal strength, | maneuver both me and James into the backseat, while DJ slides right next to us. 


The second that the door closes, James lets out a hitched breath and presses his head into my chest with 
even more force than before. His whole body is trembling now, and | hear his breathing quicken up again. 
That only raises my concern about his body not being able to handle the stress that's being put on it. | feel 


color beginning to drain from my own face. 
"Hey..." 


My grip on James strengthens, and | start rubbing his back again, with the hope that the pressure can ground 


him in some way. 
‘Its just me, James.. We're just in the car, okay? We're going back to the hotel.” 


My own heart is starting to race, but | need to keep calm. As much as | feel like the world is starting to 
break into a thousand fuckin’ pieces, | need to keep my composure.. At least until | can get James back to his 


room... safely. 


Through the darkness, | can still make out DJ's panic stricken face next to me. His eyes are wide like two 
saucers.. He looks like a fuckin’ deer in headlights, and my heart breaks for him. It breaks for this whole 
situation. 


| slowly let go of James's hand to reach my arm over to squeeze Dj's, while still embracing James with my 


other arm. 
"We're gonna get through this, D.. We're gonna make sure he's safe..." 


My voice is incredibly hushed, but | know DJ can register my words. He's squeezing my hand back, whilst 
nodding his head very slowly.. It's shock. 


| want my words to be true.. | want to be sure James is safe mentally, and physically, but I'm terrified right 
now.. I'm scared shitless.. I'm scared for what's going on in James's mind, and l'm scared for the state that his 
body is in.. The fact that his whole frame is tense, but almost limp in my embrace is making me uneasy. All 
of the strength that his body used to have is getting sucked out of him.. And his bones.. | can't see them, and 
| don't want to, but | feel them. The tighter that | hold him, the more disturbed | am by how much of him 


got eaten away. 


The second that the last thought runs through my head, | hear James let out a strained breath, and | fuckin’ 


hate it because | know he's crying. | feel the hot tears on my chest.. 
"Fuck... James... 


My teeth begin to dig into my bottom lip as | slowly let go of DJ's hand and move it onto James's again. A 
lump is threatening to form in my throat and | force myself to resist letting any sign of that show. 


"Just hang on for a tiny bit longer.. We're almost there." 

Are we, though? | have no clue but | just hope that what Im saying is helping in some way.. ANY way.. 

My perception of time feels skewed because of the intensity of my awareness. | don't know how long we've 
been in the cab.. I'm not sure how close we are to the hotel.. All | know is that James isn't getting any calmer, 
and my concern for him is weighing heavier on me every minute that passes by. 

"Focus on my voice... Focus on my voice, alright?" 

He hasn't said a word, but his breathing is shallow, and every once in a while he'll let out a painful whimper.. | 
don't know where his mind is right now.. | don't know what's terrifying him so much, but the unknowns are 


what terrify me.. and | know that's what terrifies DJ as well. 


All | can do is try my hardest to drill meditative, grounding mantras into James's head, even if he can't hear 


me. | can only hope that my words register within him somehow. 


The longer that we sit in this car, the more | wonder if we're accidentally raising any suspicions about what's 
going on. If the driver knows who the three of us are, he isn't saying anything and for this moment l'm 


eternally grateful for that. 


None of our fan base knows the situation that we're dealing with right now.. Yes, the ever-prominent concern 
is written all over the comment feed on our social media accounts, but we haven't announced anything 


publicly. How can we? James is an adult and this is his choice.. and right now.. 


Right now, he's so resistant fo any kind of help that | don't think he’s willing to admit that he's in such a dangerous 
situation.. A situation that can lead to death. at any tme.. 


The moment that the taxi pulls up at the front entrance of our hotel, | breathe an immediate sigh of relief, 
yet an intense sense of urgency fills my body. | feel like there's no time to waste now.. We have to get James 


back up to his room so we can both rest assured that he's safe from any.. external hazards. 


The thought sends everlasting chills up my spine, but hasn't it this whole time? Yes, but am | feeling any 
fuckin’ better about it? 


No. 


Bipolar Disorder is a complex illness, yet when you add an addiction into it things get even more-so. The 
impulsivity that the mood swings bring lead to risky decisions, but the hopelessness and despair of the mind- 
torment of an addiction spiral heighten that level of desperation. Plus, if you add on the fact that James's 
body is so malnourished from starvation, his decision-making abilities are stunted even more. Someone's brain 


cannot work if there's no fuel going to it.. 
Every single one of his internal organs are losing the ability to function. 


The second that DJ hands a bill to the driver, he reaches for the car door and steps out, holding it open for 
me and James. | close my eyes for a quick moment and take a breath, as | formulate a plan in my mind for 


how to maneuver James to move, once again 


"We're here, J." | start to whisper softly, as | squeeze one of his freezing cold hands. "Hold onto me if you 


need to.. l'm gonna help ya outta here-" 


My words are cut short by a distressed, yet exhausted groan from James, and it takes a lot for me to stifle 


the sharp breath that | feel like | need to let out. | secure him tighter. 
“Shhh... It's okay.. Hold onto me.. | got ya." 


The words | speak break my own heart.. James is so physically weak that l'm actually nervous to let go of him 
to attempt to let him try walking on his own. | know he probably isn't in the state to be able to do it himself 
right now, but just the fact that his body can't fully hold itself up alone sends a dreadful, eerie shiver 
through me. 


And | bet that if | actually had to try to carry him in my arms, it wouldnt fake much.. 


| also know that when anxiety is high, physical symptoms manifest. Dizziness, nausea, and exhaustion can all 


surface before, after, and during a panic attack. 


The combination of everything only makes my mind threaten to race, but | need to shut that down. | need to 
put my anxious thoughts to a halt so | can tend to this horrifying situation. 


Within a few moments, I'm able to get James out the car door. The second that DJ closes the cab shut, a 
strong gush of wind smacks me in the face, and | feel James fidget in my grip. 


"Hey, Hey.. We're going inside.. We're here-" 


| begin talking slow steps to the door of the lobby, while summoning DJ to follow me. With the lights of the 
entrance radiating onto the three of us, DJ's worried features are only enhanced. | let out a soft sigh and 


force a small, hopeful smile with the intent of easing some of the panic within him. 


Once we enter the hotel, | feel slight relief seeing the lobby empty, negating the person sitting at the front 
desk. Of course, it makes sense as to why it is considering the hour of the night, but even so.. The burden of 
keeping so much baggage from the world feels like dragging a heavy chain. In this instance, | can only hope 
that the receptionist doesn't take advantage of this situation to try to chat.. From an outsider, maybe it just 
appears like I'm trying to steady a drunk dude through the lobby.. 


| almost wish that was the case. 

Sure, three rockstars are traveling through a hotel lobby at an ungodly hour, but things aren't always what 
they seem. We keep our facades on real well.. During shows, backstage, and interviews.. But right now, the 
reality is that I'm holding James up because his body has deteriorated too much for him to do it himself... The 
reality is that DJ and | have been watching our frontman, our best friend , get sucked into a horrible disease 
since the start of this tour.. and now things are hitting the end.. 

Í feel it. 

l'm not maneuvering a drunk rockstar. 

l'm embracing someone who's slowly dying 


| would trade this situation for almost anything . 


"Should we take the elevator?" 


DJ's hesitant, trembling whispers snap me out of my train of thoughts, as | watch his eyes dart around the 
lobby. | immediately nod my head with urgency. There's no way we would make it up the stairs with James in 


this state.. The elevator is the only option. 


With James's tense, yet limp body still in my grip, | manage to make it to the elevator door. | can hear DJ 
take a deep, shaky breath as he punches the button 


Now.. All we can do is wait 
"Do you think anyone noticed us?" 


DJ looks uneasy and | don't blame him at all, but for the sake of him and James, | continue masking my 


nervousness with a fagade of ease. | whisper softly, while giving him a comforting smile. 

| don't think so..". My head shakes as the pit in my stomach grows. "If they did, they haven't said anything..." 
Ding. 

| don't hesitate for a second once | hear the elevator signal. My heart is beating out of my chest as | scurry 
into the metal box with James's head hidden in my chest and DJ following behind us. The moment that the 


door closes, | feel James fidget. 


"Hold on, dude..". | squeeze his trembling hand tight and take a breath, letting my eyes close. "Just hang on for 


a minute.. You're doing great-" 
" Let go of me..." 
It takes me a few moments to realize that James is mumbling.. His voice is muffled because of his head being 


pressed into me, but | hear the fear in his voice.. The disorientation.. He sounds completely out of it.. 


Incoherent... 


His slurred words pull at my heartstrings, and | catch DJ's eyes beginning to well with tears. A lump is 
forming in my throat again, but | shake my head quickly, attempting, once more, to shoo it away. 


"| can't, James... 


| keep shaking my head as | hold onto his shivering frame, the bones of his rib cage sinking into my torso. | 
take a trembling breath. 


"You're very sick and | can't leave you alone until | know you're safe." 
y y y 


| can barely hear my voice so | don't know what makes me think James can, but | can't help but tell him the 


truth... And the truth hurts. This all hurts like fuckin’ hell, but what am | supposed to do? 

| can't do anything... 

| can't let you go because | don't think your body is in a state where it can hold your weight--" 

Ding. 

"Oh, thank god!" 

DJ's voice holds a level of relief, but | know he's faking it too.. His body language tells a completely different 
story. Nevertheless, | gather up my internal strength and use the adrenaline rushing through my body to 


securely grip James, who is still fidgeting, in order to get out of the elevator and into the hallway. 


I'm seeing tunnel vision at this point, and my focus is completely aimed at finding James's room. Everything 


else is blurred out, because nothing is as important as his safety right now. 


Nothing 


"We made it." 

DJ's voice sounds disconnected and far away from his mind, but his words ring true. We found our way To 
James's room. | let out a sigh of relief, and reach an arm out to DJ to rub his hand, while giving him a swift 
head nod with a loving smile. 


"We did." 


| close my eyes for a moment before reopening them and taking a breath. | allow my arm to travel back to 


James's hand. He is still freezing.. In fact, his skin feels cooler to the touch than it did twenty minutes ago. 
"James..." 

| tighten my grip on his frail body, hoping to gain his attention. He is still fidgeting, but somehow he attempts 
to move his head up a bit from my chest. When his exhausted, panicky eyes meet mine, | feel my heart 
clench, but force a soft smile. 


"It's just me.. We're here." 


Just as those words slip from my mouth, DJ pulls out a key and unlocks the door to the room. The hotel is 
eerily quiet, so for once | can hear the soft creaking of the door opening.. A chill shoots up my spine, and 


before | can say or do anything else, | enter. 


The moment that DJ closes the door behind us and flicks on the dimmest light, | begin to take in my 
surroundings.. À gnawing feeling is growing in my stomach as | absorb the atmosphere that James has been 
locking himself in for days on end.. 


The whole room is pitch black.. Darkness There are two windows, but the blinds are drawn all the way down, 
blocking out every ounce of light that could possibly shine through. Sure, its the dead of night, but | have a 
feeling that even during the day, James didn't open them.. He probably basked in the darkness that felt safe to 


him... 


His bed is completely unmade, with the comforter hanging halfway off of it. The pillow cases are wrinkled and 
two of the smaller pillows are on the ground below the footboard. Without even walking closer to the 


mattress, | can make out the shadows of various Diet Coke cans under the bed.. 
Diet Coke.. 


| feel the beginning of tears threatening to well in my eyes at the thought of what | know James has used 
those cans of soda for.. My grip on him tightens and | bite my lip out of pure uneasiness.. 


My heart only breaks more once | spot the pieces of shattered glass scattered across the bedroom floor... 
Some are big chunks.. Others are thin, tiny crystals.. | let out a low sigh.. A sigh full of dread and genuine 


concern. 


Remember all of the times that you broke things when you were sick? The times that you were high and started 
sitting your arms with glass. The time that you blew up your speakers because you heard voices. When you 


destroyed things in your house because you were losing your fuckin! mind? 


My mind immediately gravitates towards the bruises that | saw on James's wrists that one night after a 
show and a sharp chill shoots through my whole body. 


You can't think about that right now.. You need to tend fo this situation and then you can let your mask fall off.. 
But right now, you need to get James settled. 


Its hard to push the thoughts away, but | know it's necessary. No words have been spoken since the three of 
us entered this room, and honestly.. | think the visual speaks for itself here. 


After what feels like an eternity of taking in every detail of James's destructive cage, | force myself to take a 
few more steps into the room, closer to the bed. With James still moving around in my arms, it's not the 


easiest task, but | need to get him to sit down.. | don't even know how he's managed to stay upright as long as 


he has.. Sure, I've been helping him, but still. His body doesn't have the strength.. There must still be some 
adrenaline pumping though his veins.. That's the only way.. 


He's at death's door, Sixx.. You know that all foo well.. You know what's happening.. You told hm everything. You 


expressed what you've seen and how it scares you because you know what the end result is. 

Its gonna happen sooner rather than later now.. 

The silence in the room is deafening. DJ is standing by the door, completely frozen.. The deer in headlights 
expression is back full force.. | know he's horrified by what he's seeing.. | see his gaze locked on the glass on 
the ground. He hasn't taken his eyes off of it since we got in here. 

| take a breath and summon him over to where me and James are. 


"C'mere, D." 


My voice is hushed and gentle, yet I'm trying so hard to hide the shake in it. He hesitantly makes his way 


over to the bed with a terrified expression on his face. | take his hand while still holding onto James. 
"We're just gonna get him settled and then we're gonna talk, okay?" 


| give him a warm, fatherly smile, but my voice holds a level of urgency. DJ nods his head quickly and lets a 
tiny tear fall down his face. | squeeze his hand and mouth to him. 


"Youre gonna be okay." 


With that, | watch DJ lower himself to the ground and | slowly let go of his hand My gaze shifts back to the 
trembling James. His head is lifted up but his eyes look glazed over; dazed. 


Now that we're in better lighting |, unfortunately, can make out all of his sickly features clearer than | was 
able to when we were outside. I've never seen him this bad before.. | thought he looked terrible when | 
confronted him in the dressing room prior to this, but it seems as though, in the short amount of time that's 


passed since then, he's only gotten worse. 

There is absolutely no color to his skin at all, and there is a blueish tint to his lips, which are dreadfully dry 
and cracked. His hair is thinning out and his cheeks lost the elasticity.. They're completely hollow and his 
jawline is foo prominent.. His dark circles look like deep shadows, and | know that he's been neglected of any 
basic self-care.. The word sleep probably isn’t in his vocabulary at this point in time.. 


He's so.. Sick . 


He's sick and l'm terrified. 


"Hey James... 

| force myself to start speaking to him again, while looking at him in the eyes, hoping that he can recognize 
where he is right now. I'm not getting much of a response which is only scaring me more.. I'm only receiving 
weak little groans and shallow, sharp breaths. 

He's still panicking.. He's stuck in his head. Just keep comforting hm.. Just keep trying.. 

Somehow, l'm able to maneuver James onto a sitting position on the side of his bed, while still holding onto 
him. I'm nervous to let go of him completely.. He's not with it.. His head is drooping down, forcing his uneven 
gaze to be locked onto the floor. | slowly lower myself down to kneel in front of him, while keeping one of my 
hands on his back and the other in his hand. 

"Why don't you get into something comfortable." 

The dude is shivering in what he's wearing.. | feel his body shaking and | know he owns a ton of sweatshirts... | 
just don't know if it's feasible to try to get him to change into something.. It doesn't hurt to try though, 
right? 


"Do you want a sweatshirt or something?" My brows furrow in intense concern as | feel his hand shaking in 


my grip even more. "Or are you good in what you got on-" 
"M, sorry...” 


The incoherent slurs that slip out of James's mouth hit me like a dagger into my heart. His voice sounds 


painful, fragile, and broken His eyes squeeze shut as he continues frantically repeating his plea. 

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry-" 

"James, you didn't do anything wrong..." 

| start shaking my head with urgency but force myself to use a soothing tone of voice to try to calm him 
down. "You're okay... My eyes are locked on his pale face, and | slowly attempt to lift his head up to face 


mine. "You're okay, but | need you to try to focus on me, alright?" 


| hear my voice crack at the last word and | can't help but cringe internally. | squeeze my eyes shut and 


recompose myself before saying anything else. 
"We're back in your hotel room.. Me, you, and DJ-" 
| can't say another word before James starts frantically shaking his head. Now, he's trying to move himself 


off of the bed, and my heart skips a beat. | do everything in my power to stop him, gently. The situation 
feels so urgent.. but | can't grab him abruptly.. | don't know what state of mind he's in.. 


The second that | hold his trembling body in place, James flinches and lets out a sharp, hitched breath. | could 


swear | see a tear dripping down his face. My heart feels like its cracking in a billion pieces. 
"Hey, Hey.. | know you're panicking." 


| start to rub his trembling back in a circular pattern, trying to push away the fact that all | feel are his 
bones jutting out. | take a deep breath. 


"IFs okay..". 


While rubbing his back, | use my free hand to give James's sickly looking one a forceful, hopefully grounding, 


squeeze. | make direct eye contact with his fearful face as | speak in a soft, yet direct tone. 

"Do you feel me squeezing your hand? Can you squeeze it back, James?" 

I'm beginning to internally beg for my words to help bring some awareness to the chaos of his mind, but | also 
know that its not as easy as | wish it was. My conclusion is only enabled as James lets out a sharp, strained 
breath at my statement and before | know it, | hear him starting to hyperventilate again. 

"James." 

My eyes widen, but | force them shut to try to ease the panic that | feel building up inside of me. 

Hs body is not strong enough for this.. It cant handle it. Hs heart is working way too hard.. 

My heart is racing at a rapid speed, but despite that, | force my eyes back open only to see that James's skin 
tone has drained more. There's no doubt in my mind that it's because of his shallow breathing.. | suddenly feel 
an intense sense of urgency shoot through me. 

"James, | need you to try to breathe with me.." 

The words fly out of my mouth without hesitation and all | can think about is the fact that | know there are 
some imbalances going on in his body which is why his coloring is so off.. He has gotten himself to such a 
severe, critical medical risk that I'm terrified that a switch could flip.. and if it flips, it can without warning.. 


Hs organs can just give up. 


My stomach drops at the facts that | wish | could erase, but | can't. Tears want to fill my eyes but | swallow 


them down as | force myself to continue. | need to.. 


"Your body can't handle the stress right now.." 


My voice almost cracks at my words, but | quickly stifle it. | can't rile James up more.. | can't.. and | don't 
even know what DJ is thinking right now.. Fuck.. | know he's sitting right next to me but right now | can't take 
my attention off of James. 


Its scary.. but its not gonna last..." 


With that, | slowly lead James's hand that l'm gripping on up to my own chest, so my heart is pounding right 


onto it. | lock my eyes on his tear-stricken face again 
‘Feel that? It's my heartbeat.. Can you tune into that? Can you focus on that pressure--" 
"M sorry--" 


James's painful slurred cries stab me in the heart, but | just keep talking.. | just continue trying my best to 
get through to him. 


"Focus on the pressure.. Focus on my voice, James..." 

Every word | speak has more tears threatening to well in my eyes. | keep his hand on my chest so he could 
feel my heartbeat, but | don't think it's helping.. James's body is shaking profusely, and the combination of his 
shallow breathing and frantic tears hurt so badly. 


"You're going to be okay, but | need you to try to breathe with me.. Just like we did when we were outside.” 


There's a heavy sense of hopelessness weighing down on me, but | refuse to give up. I'll stay here as long as | 
need to.. 


Ill stay here and continue to rub soothing circles into his frail, bony back, while pressing his hand into my 
heart to show him that he's alive and that he's not alone. 


He's never alone. 


After what feels like an eternity, somehow, by the grace of God, I'm able to steady James's breathing a tad 
bit more. | have no idea how long me and DJ have been in this room with him, but I'm feeling some relief 


knowing that James seems just a tiny bit calmer.. 
At this point, half of James's weight is on the bed, and the other half is leaning onto my chest, again. | 
haven't let go of him because | know my secure grip was needed to keep him grounded, but in my heart, | 


know | need to release him.. 


ff | want him to rest, | need to let him go.. 


The second that | slowly begin to loosen my hold on James, | feel his body stiffen up and he pops his head 
back up at me with wide, bugged out eyes. My heart skips a beat as | look into his expression of desperation 
| sigh. 


"Hey, it's okay...” 


| shake my head and squeeze his hand once more, hoping that this wave of panic within him will dissipate 


SOON. 
You were so close.. You were almost there.. He was relaxing and now he's freaking out again.. 
"You're kicking ass, James... I'm right here.. I'm not going anywhere.” 


| resume my grounding mantras, and continue repeating all of the soothing words I've been saying to him since 


we were outside.. 


After a while, | feel James's body relaxing in my loosened hold, again, but every few minutes his body stiffens 
up and his hyper-vigilance re-heightens. The process of helping someone out of a panic attack is so complex 
and frustrating at times, but | know the techniques all too well.. | know how the waves of anxiety can come 


shooting back out at you after feeling calm.. It's just a matter of being patient at this point. 


| try to pride myself on my patience, but sometimes it just starts to feel too difficult. I'm trying my best 


here.. | really, really am. 


DJ hasn't said a word throughout this whole grounding process and I'm giving him a ton of credit for handling 
this so well. | haven't been able to pay close attention to him, but | know he's still here.. 


Eventually, after a few more waves of James panicking and transitioning back to calmness, | notice that his 
relaxed state lasts a tiny bit longer.. | close my eyes for a moment, allowing myself to feel his head resting on 
my shoulder while his warm breaths hit my neck. 


| reopen my eyes, and slowly maneuver James's head up to face mine, again, but now | can truly see the pure 
exhaustion in his eyes. | can't imagine how much energy this whole episode took out of him.. The panic alone 


would do that to anyone, but then there's the physical fatigue.. 
The terrible reminder of the everlasting deterioration 


A soft, sad sigh slips from my lips as | take in how limp James's body feels against mine. At this point, | know 
he's doing everything to fight to keep himself upright. His eyes are open, but he seems completely gone .. 
There is a tiny tremble in his hands, and | wonder if that's from the aftermath of his anxiety, or if its from 


his glucose levels plummeting.. 


Probably both. 


The reality sends an uneasy shiver up my spine, and that's when | decide that now seems like the right time 
to get James into a laying position. His body needs to get a break. At this point, it can use any little bit of 
rest it can get. 


With extreme caution, | begin to slowly maneuver James's shell of a body off of mine and onto the cushiony 
mattress of his bed, while still holding onto one of his hands. | give him a tight squeeze and continue to run 


circles into his back. 


The moment that his body makes contact with the mattress, | feel it tense up a tad, but it quickly relaxes 
again once | move my hand from his back to his blonde hair. His vulnerable eyes are locked on mine, but his 
gaze isn't straight.. Half of his face is hidden with one of his arms, and his knees are drawn halfway up to his 


chest.. He looks so small.. So fragile.. So disconnected.. 


Without hesitation, | start whispering to him softly, letting all of my genuine concern and compassion for him 


seep through my words. 


"Just let your body rest.. Let your body sink into the mattress.. You're okay... You're safe.. But | need you to 


let yourself rest now..” 


| have to try my hardest to hold back a lump forming in my throat as | take in his dreadful appearance. 
James's body looks like it truly is sinking right into the bed because it doesn't have any strength left to 
resist.. He's covered up in clothes, but | know his muscles are wasting away, leaving him lifeless. The material 
is hanging off of his gaunt frame, giving him the appearance of a deathly rag doll. He just looks so sick.. So 
weak.. So pale.. My heart is clenching, and my stomach is dropping. | feel like I'm not gonna be able to stifle my 


pain much longer.. 

Every second that | spend gazing at him, the harder the reality hits me. 

"You've put yourself through a lot.. Your body needs the recuperation." 

A part of me almost wants to laugh sadistically at that statement because recuperation is truly an 
understatement for the state of deterioration that James's body has been through at this 

point. Recuperation only grazes the surface.. l'm terrified to know everything that's happening inside of his 


body right now.. All of the imbalances.. The abnormalities.. The functions of his internal organs, or lack of.. 


| shake my head, letting a tiny sniffle out, while squeezing his freezing cold, purple-tinted hand, an ultimate sign 


of weak blood circulation 


"You can sleep, James.. Close your eyes." 


My voice holds a tremble now, and l'm not pushing it away this time.. James's eyes are starting to droop, and | 
hope to god that he'll surrender.. Surrender to an ounce of necessary rest.. A small break from the hell in his 


head... 


My other hand travels from his dry, breaking hair back down to his back, immediately making contact with the 
bumps of his spine.. again No matter how many times I've felt it, the pain doesn't disappear. | can't stand it.. 
| can't stand that | can feel almost every fuckin bump.. Every indent of his rib cage.. 


| can't stand that there's nothing much | can do for James besides ease him at his moment.. The ultimate 


choice is up to him... 


After a few more moments, his eyes close, and | feel his breathing slow even more. | allow my own eyes To 


shut as a melancholy smile forms on my lips. 
"That's it.. Just like that." 


Soft spoken, calm whispers slip from my lips, and when | reopen my eyes, | feel James squeeze my hand with a 


sudden amount of strength. It doesn't last long, however, and before | know it, his grip on me loosens. 
He must be falling asleep, now.. 


My gaze doesn't leave James's half-hidden face. | can hear his slow breaths and as the time passes, his hand 
becomes more and more limp in my gentle hold.. Eventually, his whole body completely relaxes in my grip, and 


that's when | realize that he has finally fallen asleep. 


A tear wells in my eye, as | whisper to him, under my breath, in a hushed, comforting tone, while carefully 


releasing my arm from his back but keeping his limp hand in mine. 
"There ya go.. Sleep it off." 


The statement holds an intense level of pain, because as much as | wish he could just sleep everything off, | 


know it's bullshit.. 


You can't sleep off thoughts of suicide.. Depression.. Hopelessness.. Worthlessness.. You can't sleep off the all 
consuming torment of an addiction.. The intense self-hatred that eats at you from the inside out.. You can't 
sleep off your internal pain that you're desperately trying to run away from.. You can't sleep your demons 


off.. 


You have to deal with them before they deal with you. They'll find you and they'll bite you in the fuckin ass.. 


and they've found James. 


They've found him, and they're doing their dirty work on him.. and | don't want to watch it happen, but | have 


no choice. They've already hit him where it hurts, and they've consumed his whole being.. his soul.. 


My heartstrings are pulled every minute longer than | watch James breathe lifelessly .. and | can't help but 


begin to wonder if this is how others around me felt when | was sick. 

ks this the level of fear and concern that they held as | was wasting away? Did the others actually care like 
this? | can’t imagine how truly frightened people must have been as they were forced to watch my deterioration 
first-hand.. Sure, Motley was all fucked up, but | look back and realize | was the worst.. and even in screwed up 
states of mind, they knew.. Everyone knew.. 

Were they this Terrified, though? 


My own thoughts send a chill up my spine, and | finally allow a tiny tear to slip down my cheek, as | give 
James one last tight hand squeeze. 


Youre stronger than this.. but you have to surrender.. It has to come from you.. 
His breathing is so slow that it seems like it could stop at any moment.. I'm uneasy leaving him here alone 
because of the risk of a medical crisis occurring.. God forbid anything does happen and no one is here to take 


action for it.. | squeeze his hand harder. 


| hate watching you destroy yourself the way that | did years ago.. | was able to come out of if, and | know you 


can too, but you have to surrender and let yourself. 


| close my eyes and let out a shaky breath, before | finally force myself to let go of his hand, letting it fall 


limp against the mattress. 

Hang on for me, James. 

My eyes slowly move towards DJ, who looks like a traumatized animal.. In his lowered down position, his eyes 
are wide and his body is completely frozen. | slide myself closer to him, and without hesitation, | place a hand 
on his trembling frame and embrace him in my arms. 

"He's asleep now, D.. | know this is horrible, but he's safe now.." 


My voice is barely audible but | hope DJ can register what l'm saying. 


‘lm here for you.. If you want, we can step outside and talk.. Or if you don't want to talk, I'll just sit with 
you... 


| slowly loosen my grip on DJ and watch him move his head up to look at me. His eyes look red and watery, 


even in the dim light. He bites his lip, as | continue whispering to him. 


‘lm not comfortable closing the door and leaving him here alone with what just happened.. ya know?" 


DJ nods his head and lets out a shaky breath, as he moves his gaze towards James on the bed. 
"Okay." He sniffles and turns back to me. "I trust you..” 


He quickens his nod and begins to pull himself up to standing, while | follow, keeping my hand on his back; a 
simple gesture that | hope speaks volumes. 


Once the both of us make our way out of the room, DJ lowers his body down to the hallway floor and leans 
against the doorframe. His head falls in between his knees which are pressed against his chest. | sigh, lower 


myself down next to him, and place my arm on his back to run calming circles onto it.. 


The only sounds that are present in this moment are DJ's soft sniffles, and the silence only enhances the level 


of despair in this situation. 


Sometimes, the most powerful words are the words that are unspoken. 


Rock On The Range (Part One) 


Author's Notes: 
FYI.. This chapter turned out to be I5K words so | had to split it in half.. This is part ONE and next week you'll 


get part TWO (which will continue directly where this ends). | had a lot of fun writing this so | hope you guys 
enjoy it.. 


PS: | also want to apologize for such the long gap in between updating.. Don't you hate when life gets in the 


way ?l 


***This is a drop-in chapter/scene right out of "RELIEF" -- it is set between chapters SIX SEVEN (titled: 
"Miracle" € "Relief"). 4# 


This takes place during the ROCK ON THE RANGE music festival in Ohio.. Sixx:AM performed there during their 
2016 tour and James's family attended ¢ spent the day with him.. Also, James was sick with a bug for a few 
days around this time and still performed like a god through it -- (I'll leave more notes regarding references 
at the endl) 


JAMES'S POV: 
Columbus, Ohio - 8:00am 


| peek my head through the curtains of one of the windows in our rumbling tour bus. A smile creeps across 


my face. 
Ah... another day, another dirt field.. 


With a sigh, | draw the blackout curtains back in and release my hand from the window, letting it rest in my 
lap. 


I've stopped counting how many dirt fields we've driven through while on the road. 


That's what life has been for the past few days, at least. When we're booked to play a music festival, our 
tour bus always ends up parked in a desolate festival dirt field.. They all seem the same at this point.. | hardly 
ever know where we are anymore. When you're crammed into close quarters for days on end, you tend to 
forget that the outside world exists.. That is until we start our busy days of press, signings, and 


performances, at least. 


My morning felt very hectic.. It's still pretty early, but I've been up since at least five, so to me half the day 


feels like its gone by, even though it hasn't been eventful, thus far. That's excluding my immune system's 


efficiency, at least. 


The moment that | woke up, curled up in my cozy bunk, | felt an achy burn in my throat.. | have been feeling 
this way for days but figured that if | ignored it, maybe it would go away. As usual, to my dismay, it didn't, 


and now | know that I've definitely come down with something.. 


This wouldn't be the first time this has happened while on the road. In fact, on our last tour, | had to play 
multiple shows when | had the freakin’ flu.. It wasn't fun, but | managed, and I'm not even sure if anyone 


noticed. Thankfully, this time around, it seems to just be a nagging cough; a finicky cold. 


All morning I've been drowning myself in hot soothing drinks, like green and ginger tea. Cough drops would 
probably be the best option, but the problem is the sugar content... | think you already know my thoughts 
around refined sugar, so | don't need to go through that again All| can say is thank god for Nikki sharing his 
stash of healing teas with me a few days ago... | could have gone out and bought my own, but its hard to find 
a feasible way to do that when you're stuck on the tour bus, traveling to new cities overnight.. Unless we 


have a hotel room booked, we ain't leavin’ this hot sweaty thing... 

Luxurious, Truly. 

Ever since I've started drinking tea on a daily basis, I've felt this weird sense of release .. Tea and lemon water 
have been known as detox, cleansing drinks for years, and | believe they live up to that title.. | could swear my 
energy has skyrocketed and | can't think of any other reason for that, but the change in my hydration 
patterns.. Not to mention, the pesky water retention gets put at bay if you drink more; at least, that's what 
I've been discovering. 

Sometimes . 


"You ready to kill Rock On The Range , dude?!" 


DJ's bellowing voice cuts through my thoughts from his booth at the small table in the kitchen area of our 
bus. | can't help but let out a small laugh at his enthusiasm. Every day for DJ is like a new adventure... 


| do my best to stifle an incoming cough, as | take a small sip of my hot, ginger tea, while nodding my head. 
"Hell yeah, man.. You know how much | love playin’ festivals!" 

Its true.. There's something different about performing at music festivals versus regular venues.. There's 
something so unique about the energy of the crowd and being in broad daylight that hits me in an interesting 


kind of way.. 


"How's your throat feelin?" 


Now, Nikki's voice chimes in from the back of the bus, and | see him walking towards the kitchen area to join 


the both of us with a broad, yet slightly worried smile on his face. 


"Ah, it's fine..". | naturally shrug off the concern and shake my head. "You know me, Nik A little bug never 


stopped me from giving a solid performance." 
"That is true.. and sometimes | still catch myself wonderin’ how you keep on pullin’ that of f-" 


"Really, Nik? Youre talking?" DJ shakes his head in exasperation. "Think about what you performed through 
back in the eighties, man" 


| immediately nod in agreement, while reaching an arm out to ruffle DJ's mohawk. 


"He's got a point, man" A light laugh slips from my lips, and | release my hand from his hair. "And plus... I've 
been taking cautionary measures the whole morning..". | lift my steaming, hot mug up to Nikki's face with a 


smirk. “Thanks for the stash, by the way." 


That receives an encouraging thumbs up from Nikki, and a wave of satisfaction washes over me as he gives 


me a fatherly expression full of pride. 


"Keep at it, dude.. We need your voice!" 


"Oh... It's not goin’ anywhere..." | look down and smile, warmly. " Trust me. ' 


After a few more minutes of nonsensical banter and wild antics pulled by DJ, | feel our bus come to a sudden 


halt. 
"Alright you guys.. We're herel!" 


Our driver's voice travels through the length of the bus, and | can tell he's probably happy about getting a 
break from driving this damn thing. | can't even blame him.. With Nikki and DJ here, the dude has to hear so 


much ridiculous shit over the course of the bus rides. 


" Oh fuck yeah!" DJ raises both arms above his head and starts pumping his fists out of excitement. His 
energy is just contagious... Is crazy that even if I'm not in the best mood, DJ always finds a way to transfer 


some of his energy onto the people around him. "This is gonna be so killer!" 


"Yeah, buddy..". | nod my head and take a deep breath, holding back the tickle in my throat again. "It's gonna be 
a blast" 


| slowly walk over to the mini fridge under the sink, crouch down to the ground, and pull out my travel mug. 

A sudden sense of relief hits me when | realize that | had prepared the protein powder and water last night so 
that it would be ready for this moment. Under my sunglasses, | close my eyes, take a breath, and begin 
taking slow sips of the drink 


"Hm, let me guess... Protein shake?" 


| immediately jump up at Nikki's voice. | didn't even sense that he was right next to me until right now. | 
squeeze my eyes shut for a moment to slow my heart rate a bit before moving my body back into a standing 


position to casually lean against the counter. 
"Hal How'd ya know?!" 


"Got some psychic powers, | guess." He winks at me and shakes his head. "You're really gettin into all that 


health stuff these days, aren't ya?" 


| would be lying if | said that | didn't just hear a slight hint of suspicion in his voice. | suddenly feel a small pit 
beginning to form in my stomach but | quickly shrug it off. 


"| wouldn't really call it health, man.. It's just somethin’ easy to drink on the go, ya know?" 


Some part of me feels like a dick for being able to come up with instant excuses constantly.. The reality is 
that there aren't many foods that l'm allowing myself to have right now.. The protein shakes, protein bars, and 
anything with a low glycemic index are my go-to's at the moment.. Anything that reassures me that my body 
is functioning optimally without any added toxins is a safe food for me.. | still cringe as | think about how much 
my world has narrowed since | began my regmen .. At the same time, | wouldn't change it for anything 
because every benefit that I've gotten out of it so far has outweighed any nuisance that has come out of it.. 


"| don't know how you drink that shit, dude." DJ shakes his head with a look of disgust and proceeds to stick 
his tongue out like a little kid. "It looks like a freakin! mud puddle!" 


"Hey, its really good!" | flick him in the head and laugh in defense. "Don't knock it ‘til you try it!" 


| did try it, dude.. and I'm never doing it again!" He visibly cringes as he stares at my mug with wide eyes. 
"You're tellin’ me that drinking grass is good to you?" He makes a repulsed choking noise. "Might as well eat 


the damn dirt then!" 


My eyes immediately roll at his reaction "Its chocolate flavored, you goof" | lift the mug back to my lips 
and take a few more chugs of the drink, trying to ignore the small pit of uneasiness that I'm feeling in my 


body. 


"Ah, yes of course." Nikki gives me a small smirk and puts a hand on my shoulder. "James and his sweet 


tooth... Does it taste like Oreos?" 


My stomach immediately twists at the mention of Oreos, not because it's an uncomfortable topic, but because 
| can't remember the last time | even allowed myself to eat Oreos.. They've gotta be my favorite cookies on 
the planet, but god help me if someone tries to feed me something remotely close to that anytime soon.. 
There's a slight sense of longing l'm feeling, but at the same time.. 


| cant. 
| can't eat something that bad .. 


Using all of the internal strength | have, | push the festering thoughts away and force a quick response outta 
my mouth, even though there's a part of it that feels so umatural 


"You know it." 


| wink, playfully, as | slowly but surely finish up my protein shake, while Nikki heads back to the end of the bus 


leaving me alone with my thoughts. 


| can't help but start to worry about how l'm gonna find a way to exercise tonight without Nikki or DJ 
knowing. | know I've found ways other times, but today is gonna be a freakin’ busy day.. Ever since DJ 
confronted me about overdoing it with my movement, I've had to really make an effort to hide my workouts 
whenever | fit them in. Its one thing if the tour bus is parked and we stay there for the night.. Then, | can 


sneak out and take a run outside, but it's a different story if we're traveling on the bus overnight.. 
That's what's happening tonight . 


Part of me is frustrated that | didn't take advantage of my early waking to fit in a few abdominal routines 
before Nikki and DJ woke up. Hell, | could have even done some non-jumping cardio, but no ... | didn't fuckin’ do 


that because l'm a goddamn idiot! l'm a fuckin’ careless human being.. That's what | am- 


Worse comes to worse, youll just have to fit the exercise in tonight.. You could do crunches in your fuckin’ bunk if 
you have fo! Lock yourself in the tiny bathroom and do them! Take advantage of being at a festival today to fit 
in extra movement.. Stand up whenever possible, exert more energy on stage, drink stuff that you know will 
skyrocket your metabolism.. You're not as dumb as you think you are, James.. You'll figure it out, but right now 
you gotta calm the hell down because before you know it youre gonna have to get off of this bus and present 


yourself as a normal human being! 
Get a damn grip! 
In an attempt to distract myself from the thoughts that are invading my head, | begin senselessly playing with 


the chains around my neck.. | hate that | can visibly see my fingers shaking from uneasiness... Am 


| really this pathetic- 


"Alright you three, are you ready to get your asses off of this bus or what?!" 


l'm caught off guard by our driver's bellowing words, and pop my head up from my gaze on my lap. Before | 


can say a word, DJ takes the reins. 

"We gotta wait for Nik, man!" 

"What do you mean, wait for him? Isn't he with you guys?" 

DJ lets out a snicker and rolls his eyes. 

"He went in the back for some important business... 

"Well, get him back up here! You guys have a busy day ahead of you and we're waitin’ on him!" 


| immediately exchange glances with DJ and let out a lighthearted laugh, hoping that it'll ease some of my 
festering perturbation 


"Alright... Chillax, dude." DJ chuckles again, as he begins walking to the back of the bus. "We got it covered." 


The moment that I'm left alone, | take the deepest breath that | can, silently praying to whatever higher power 
is up here that | can pull off today without it becoming a complete shitshow for my brain. 


Not to mention.. Please let my voice hold up for our show later... 

A tickle creeps up my throat at my own thought, but | do my best to hold back from releasing a cough. 

| slowly begin to make my way up to the door near the driver's seat and see it cracked open. Out of 
curiosity, | begin peeking through the tiny opening and am met with a small group of people waiting around the 
barricade that separates our bus from the fans. It occurs to me that we must have gotten here early 
enough for the field to be practically empty. 

| take another slow breath to try to calm myself, as | start to pop my head out the door, but the second 
that | do, | feel someone pulling me back My body immediately tenses up out of uncertainty, but once | come 
face to face with our bus driver, the hypervigilance dissipates. He has a smile on his face, but | can't help 
but feel slightly confused. 

"Hey, just a heads up.." A smirk spreads across his face. "You have some special visitors." 


My brows furrow immediately at his statement. "Visitors?" | shake my head. "I'm not expecting anyone... 


Its not a lie.. 'm not expecting any special visitors so to say l'm really confused right now would be an 


understatement. Before my mind can wander any more, | proceed to take a few steps out of the bus, but to 


my surprise, l'm stopped by our driver again His smile is even bigger this time. 
"They just arrived.. Look to your left." 


In all honesty, | feel like he's just tryin’ to mess with me at this point and | really just want to ask him what 
the hell is goin’ on- 


"Maybe it's a secret admirer, James!" 
| suddenly hear DJ's voice pop up from behind me and before | know it, he's right up in my face. He gives me 
a seductive wink, followed by a lighthearted laugh and begins massaging my shoulder in a goofy manner. All | 


return to him is a small shrug and bewildered head shake. 


Rustling is heard from the back of the bus and now Nikki is joining us up front. He rolls his eyes like a 
disapproving father, and peeks his head through the curtains of one of the windows. 


"Looks like we got here pretty early...” 


The very moment that Nikki says that, our driver stands in front of us. His face is covered in pure 
impatience. | can't help but find it slightly amusing.. That's terrible, | know... | know.. 


"Well, what are you three waitin for? Get the hell outta here-" 


"Damn!" A sad, childlike pout forms on Nikki's face, and | can't help but snicker at his reaction. 


"We're that difficult to be around?!" 
Our driver rolls his eyes and shakes his head in a threatening, yet goofy manner. 


"You have a whole lotta shit ahead of youl" He sharply points to the half opened door, and shoots the three 


of us a glare, but not without a smirk forming on his face. "Out" 


"Damn..". DJ uses a tone of fake offense, as he smacks his hand on his heart in a dramatic fashion "That 
just hurts.. " 


He proceeds to start laughing, and | watch the two of them walk off of the bus together. |, however, decide 
to wait for just a few moments.. The anticipation of what today could bring is really starting to hit me now, 
and there's no turning back. I'm gonna have to bite the bullet and just go. 


Just as I'm about to step out, | get a nudge from our driver again 


"To your left..." 


| ignore the pit in my stomach and nod to him in acknowledgment. He shoots me one last encouraging smile 


before | finally make my way off of the bus and onto the desolate festival dirt field. 


The moment that my feet make contact with the grass, my gaze immediately locks on the small group of 
people who were waiting for us. Luckily, they seem to be distracted by DJ and Nikki at the moment, and | take 


advantage of this opportunity to begin seeking out the visitors that our driver told me were here for me. 


| curiously crane my neck to my left, exactly where | have been instructed, and when | don't see anything, | 


decide to look further. Somehow, l'm able to maneuver my way to the front of our bus without any fuss. 
I's the very moment that | get there, that | see them. 
| kid you not.. My heart feels like it just skipped three fuckin’ beats. 


Right in the left hand corner of the small crowd of fans behind the barricade, | can make out my parents 
holding hands with huge smiles on their faces. To their sides, my older brother, Dave, with his fifteen year 


old son, my nephew, Carson, 


‘M-mom?" | choke out surprised words as my eyes dart around. "Dad?" My brows furrow, as | lock my 


gaze on my brother. "Dude!" 


| stand frozen for a few moments, attempting to take in the fact that practically my whole family is here.. | 
hardly ever get to see them because of the nature of my career and being in the music industry. In fact, | 
hardly ever see them more than once a year.. Twice at tops. That's the way its been for the past eighteen 
years. 


My heart suddenly holds a melancholy heaviness to it. Maybe more bittersweet 
"Surprise!" 


My family cheerfully greets me in unison, and a sharp chill immediately shoots up my whole body, but | can't 
help but let a huge heartfelt smile spread across my face. 


"My... My god!" 


l'm having trouble finding words because of the shock of this whole thing, but now | just have an itch to run 
over to them as quickly as possible. With wide, almost tearful eyes, I'm able to sneak my way over to them, 
while opening the barricade to let them inside. | have never been so grateful for Nikki and DJ right now.. If it 
weren't for them engaging with the few fans out here, there's no way | would be pulling this off right now. 


The second that | re-close the barricade, | quickly maneuver the five of us to the other side of the tour bus 


for some hopeful privacy. 


"I had no idea you guys would be herel" | shake my head with a childlike smile. The happiness feels like it's 


about to burst out of me. "How'd you know-" 
‘Oh, Jimmy.. You really didn't think we knew where you were playin’ close by?" 


My father places a firm hand on my shoulder and gives me a loving smirk, as my mother stands beside him 


with her warm, glowing eyes. 


"We figured that since your brother lives in the Columbus area that we would fly out here from Michigan and 
come see you.." She grins at me and exchanges glances with my father as he gives me a brief scan up and 


down. 
"You look great, son" 


Before | can even respond, my mother opens her arms out for an embrace, but | suddenly stop her. 


Normally, | wouldn't even think twice about hugging my parents, but.. 
"I think l'm comin down with somethin.. Don't wanna get ya sick-" 


A sharp pang of guilt shoots through me for rejecting their offer, especially considering how rarely | get to 
see them.. | already feel like a selfish person so much of the time because of my lack of communication, and a 
large part of me knows that despite the business I'm in, | don't have any excuses for that other than being a 
very isolated , closed off person.. but | would feel even worse if | got anyone sick right now.. My family came 


to visit me.. The east! could do is keep them protected from my crappy immune system. 
"Oh, we don't care about that, James!" 


My father shakes his head with adamancy while my mom opens her arms even wider. In my heart, | know 
how much I've been craving family connection, so | do everything to push the nagging thoughts away and allow 
myself to slip into the embrace. An immediate sense of comfort and safety washes over my whole body, and 
its in moments like these where | really come to terms with the fact that even though I'm not a kid any 
more, | still, at times, long for the unconditional love that parents bring to their children, even if its only once 


or twice a year. 


| feel the beginning of a tear threatening to well in my eye, but | quickly recompose myself as my parents 


unlock me from their embrace, allowing me to move onto greeting my brother and nephew. 
"How the hell are ya?!" 


| clear my throat with a smile, letting a small cough slip out of my mouth. Despite that, Dave still has his 


arms out, welcoming me in, and | once again can't help but have the urge to resist. 


"Come on, get your ass over herel If | get sick, I'll deal with it! He laughs. "I'm a big boy!" 


With slight reluctance, but much more willingness, | open my arms out to share a hug with my brother. 
Another chill shoots in my spine at the connection that I've been missing out on.. | can't even begin to express 
how much | truly love my family, and how blessed | feel like I've been to have them in my life. I've always 


said that Dave is the most awesome brother that any human could hope to or imagine having... 

My thoughts are suddenly cut short by a whisper from Dave which sends an uncomfortable chill up my spine. 
"Ya losin’ weight?" 

| wish | could say that | don't know what he just asked me, but | would be lying. Even though his whisper was 
low enough to assure that only the two of us heard it, it doesn't take away the unsettling feeling in my 


stomach. 


Still locked in his arms, my body suddenly freezes up for a split second, but | don't let go. | quickly force my 


limbs to relax once again, while | continue to swallow the everlasting confusion that swims through me. 


Seriously.. Why is everyone asking me that? DJ just fuckin’ asked me that the other day.. No, he said i! Im not 
losing weight! | can't fathom how theyre actually seeing that.. 


The embrace l'm locked into suddenly holds a slightly different energy. 


"Hm?" | shake my head in a nonchalant manner as Dave slowly releases me from his arms. "Nah, just got in a 
y Y JUST g 


little better shape for tourin’.. We've been runnin’ around a ton.. On the go all the time, ya know?" 
My excuses come to a hopefully natural halt, as | take in the expression on my brother's face. He looks like 
he's trying to take in the information | just told him, but | have a sick feeling that he doesn't buy it. 


Nevertheless, he nods his head and smiles, giving me a brotherly pat on the shoulder. 


"Well, ya look good, buddy." His eyes are continuing to scan my frame, but | force myself to pretend it isn't 
happening right now. He doesn't have anything to worry about... l'im fine! 


"Just don't forget to take care of yourself... | know it's easy to forget that when you've got a lot on your 
plate-" 


"Yeah yeah..". | force out a casual sounding laugh and pretend to shoo him away. "Ya don't need to mother me, 


dude." 


In a split second attempt to avoid having this conversation continue any longer, | quickly gravitate towards my 


nephew, who looks totally pumped up and excited. | reach an arm out to him and ruffle his hair. 


"And look at you, litte stud!" | shake my head with a huge smile. "Lookin" good!" 


"Ah, thanks Uncle James... He winks seductively. "I try!" 


A lighthearted laugh slips from my lips at his goofy remark. "You're way better at being a stud than I'll ever 
be, dude!" 


Carson's eyes suddenly widen to the size of saucers. He looks like he just heard some of the most shocking 


news on the planet. 


"Are you kidding me?! Look at youl" He points a finger at me while flailing his arms with enthusiasm, until his 
attention moves towards the tour bus behind him. His face lights up with even stronger teenage excitement. 


"Woahhhhh! Is that really what you guys stay in while touring?" He stares at the bus in awe. "That's 


freakin’ insane |" 
From my peripheral vision, | see Dave shaking his head in amusement, as well as my parents. 


"Its not all that cool, buddy..." | shake my head and laugh warmly, as | put a hand on Carson's shoulder, pointing 
to the bus. “But yeah, that's where we hang out in between shows... Unless we have hotel rooms booked...” 


A lightbulb moment suddenly sparks in my mind, as | quickly take a peek around the other side of the bus at 
DJ € Nikki engaging with the small group of fans. Before anyone can notice me, | summon my family to follow 
me. 

"You know what? Why don't you guys come inside and check it out-" 

l'm somehow able to maneuver the five of us onto the bus without being interrupted. Once we all get on, | 
shut the door behind us and watch as the expressions on their faces fill up with interest. Reminding myself 


that I'm tight on time, | don't wait a second before | cut to the chase, with a big smile spreading across my 


face. 
"Here it is.. Welcome to the Blue Waff-" 

"Blue Waffle?" 

My father's confused tone interrupts my thought, and | turn my head to see him raising an eyebrow. 


A slight wave of embarrassment washes over me and | feel my face flushing. The story of why we started 
calling this bus the Blue Waffle is a long one... and it's quite the interesting one.. 


‘Its a long story..". My stomach revolts as | even think about the backstory of the nickname. | shake my head 
and laugh. "I don't think you really wanna know, Dad..." 


| wanna know!" Carson pipes up with intense excitement, as curiosity glows on his face, which only receives 


slight disapproving expressions from my parents. 

"No, you do not want to know... 

Dave immediately shoots him a knowing glare, but even | can see the amusement in his own eyes. His gaze 
darts over to me in which I'm guessing is out of pure desperation to protect his son from being exposed to 
the horrid story. 

| catch his signal and immediately attempt to steer the conversation, while raising my eyebrows at my nephew. 
"Trust me buddy, you're better off not knowin.” 

Carson's eyes narrow at my remark, and a smirk slowly forms on his lips. 

"You know I'll end up looking it up anyway...” 

There is nothing but dead silence for the next few moments after that. The nervous pit that I've been feeling 
in my stomach only grows with every second that passes, but | can't help but find humor in the mind of a 


teenage boy.. | know | was just as curious about things when | was his age. 


Through the silence, the four of us eventually succumb to the reality that it's virtually impossible to keep a 


teenager from searching things on the internet, and | finally shoot Carson a shrug of resignation. 


"Well..". A nervous smile forms on my face, as | feel my teeth begin to dig into my lower lip. "You have fun 


with that." 


After a few minutes of chit chatting and settling my family onto the bus, | begin to show them around the 
living quarters, including the kitchen area, with our mini fridge, sink, and counter space.. Not to mention, the 


side seats that we get to chill out on to watch TV while eating.. 
Before | know it, | find myself leading the way to the back of the bus. 


"These are the bunks where we sleep.." | sway my arm around the various tight areas on both sides of the 
bus, as my family follows my lead. "Not much room, but it's comfortable... A smile spreads on my lips as | 
speak, and it hits me that sometimes | still find it hard to believe that my career has brought me to this 
point.. Travelling around the world in a, sometimes grungy, bus. 


"And here's the tiny bathroom that we use.." | slowly summon everyone to the way back and point to a 
ratchet lookin’ door. My parents take in the atmosphere with genuine interest, while Carson appears to be in 
his own world of rockstar fantasy. | can't help but laugh. "It fits only one dude at a time so we gotta take 


turns... | snicker at my own words, letting some horrid memories flash through me. "Not a fun time if we all 


have to use it at once-" 
"You could always get a cup to piss in-" 
" Carson Michell" 


Dave's tone of stern, yet goofy fatherly disapproval stops his son in his tracks, but even | can tell he's having 


trouble hiding his own amusement. 
"What?" Carson shrugs his shoulders and speaks matter of factly. "I'm just sayin." 


| can't even tell what my parents are thinking right now, and l'm not sure if | even want to know. They're 


really great sports, though... That's all | can say. 


"Ya know... It's funny you say that" | shake my head and look at my nephew with a smirk "You sound just like 
DJ" 


Carson turns his head to me in sudden interest. "Has he peed in coffee cups before?" 


"Oh, dude..". | pause while my mind starts fillin up with memories of antics that DJ has pulled throughout the 


years. | take a deep breath, and exhale with an eye roll. "He's done some interestin’ things... 


The only sounds that are heard after that are my brother's childlike snickers. 


"Seriously though.." | take a seat near my parents and put my arm around them, after conversing with Carson 


about what life on the road is like. "How have you guys been? Anything new goin’ on?" 


"Ahh, nothing new, Jimmy..". My father shakes his head and elopes hands with my mother in a loving manner. 
"Just takin’ things one day at a time.." They both lock eyes and smile warmly. 


"That's all we can really do, hun" My mother takes my hand and squeezes it, as | feel a weird tingle shoot 
through my body. "We've been seein’ Dave and Carson quite a bit which has been really nice." 


The festering pang of guilt that | felt earlier feels like it comes back cold the second that those words slip 
from my mother's lips. | do everything | can to push that away for the moment. "That's great." My voice is 


soft and genuine, as | smile at my parents warmly. "I'm really happy you guys aren't far from each other." 


| feel my own words die in my throat as the shame hits me harder, despite my best attempt to push it away 
from the forefront. 


You have no excuses to be a better son.. You could easily fly out to Michigan to see your parents.. Sure youre 
busy and right now youre touring, but after this four is over and done with you have to take a trp up there to 
visit them.. You need to start investing more time in your relationshps with your freakin’ family.. Youre lucky that 
you have both of your parents still alive at your age right now.. Dont take that for fuckin’ granted, James! 


My mother's hand squeeze brings me back to the present for a moment, and | squeeze it back tightly, letting 


more and more unsettling emotions swim through my body. 
| suddenly have such an intense urge to move . 


Without even thinking, | begin to bounce my leg up and down from my seated position. If anyone asks, | can 


just tell them it's from the amount of caffeine I've been having, right? 
"So, what about you, buddy?" 


Dave's voice catches my attention, and | squeeze my eyes shut from under my sunglasses to try to ease my 


own uneasiness. 
"Seems like you're havin! the time of your lifel" 


| shrug my shoulders at his statement, while my gaze moves towards the ground. "I mean.." | crack a small 


smile and chuckle. “Touring can be a handful but | wouldn't trade it for anything... t's an experience." 
"I can only imagine.” 


Carson immediately jumps in with enthusiasm seeping through his words. He's staring at me with fiery passion 


in his eyes. 


"Dude, do you know how many questions | get from my friends?!" He flails his arms in the air, while looking 


around the bus again. "They're all so mesmerized that | have a rockstar as an uncle! Coolest uncle ever!" 
He pumps his knuckles at me as we share a fist bump. | can only let out a light snicker. 


"Ahh, I'm not that cool, dude" | shake my head, nonchalantly fighting the compliment. "I'm just an ordinary 
guy who happened to fall into this business... 


Carson narrows his eyes, and | can tell he's not taking my response as an answer. "Yeah. okay as 
"He's being serious, Carson" Dave shoots me a warm smile, and | know that he probably senses my slight 
discomfort, but | also have a feeling he's not about to let me get away with it. "Your uncle's a rockstar, but 


he didn’t actually plan to be a singer..." 


You know what? | suddenly just so happen to enjoy this topic. 


Without any hesitation, | humbly nod in agreement, while locking eyes with my nephew. "Honestly dude, I'm 
more of a behind the scenes guy... | came out to LA with a dream of being on stage, but then | fell in love with 


being in the studio.. mixing and recording music... songwriting..." 


A sense of serenity and true passion flood my body as | share my journey. A genuine smile is pasted on my 
lips. "That's where I'm the most comfortable.. Becoming the singer of Sixx:AM was really unexpected for me, 
and trust me when | tell ya that it took me a /ong time to become comfortable exposing myself to tons of 


people." | shake my head and laugh to myself. 
"I stil to this day prefer to be hidden in the shadows..." 


Our conversation revolving around my job in the music business eases my uneasiness enough to get me to 
stop shaking my leg up and down. | don't realize how long the five of us have been talking until | suddenly hear 
the door of the bus fly open. | immediately pop my head up and am met with DJ and Nikki's excited faces. 


"Dude! What are you waitin for? It's time-" 

Shit, already?! 

| clear my throat and blink a few times, mentally preparing myself for the hectic hours to come. Before | 
know it, my family and | are summoned off of the bus, leaving us back outside where we started.. | breathe in 
the crisp, warm Ohio air as | give each of my relatives a quick hug, reassuring them that I'll be back soon 
after all of the signings and press that we have planned ahead of us. 

"We'll see you up on that stage, Jim!" 

My father's bellowing voice is heard from the distance as the entrance to Mapfre Stadium approaches closer 
and closer.. The second that the three of us, along with our stage crew, tour manager, and bus driver all 
reach our destination, a sharp chill fills my body. | take a deep breath in, stifle a cough, and close my eyes, 
allowing the nervous jitters to wash over me again. 

Let the madness begin 

--70 BE CONTINUED. -- 


**NOTES ** 


|) James's favorite cookies are Oreos. He's very open about his obsession with them. 


2) James is very close with his family but he has stated that he feels a lot of guilt regarding the fact that 
he only sees them once or twice a year, and he fully admits that a lot of it is on him for his closed off 
nature. 


3) "Blue Waffle" is actually a nickname that Sixx:AM gave one of their tour buses because of the grungy 
nature of it. The joke around it is to not look it up on google, but by all means.. | can't stop you... 


4) | don't know Carson's exact age but | estimated it to be around I5-Ib years old based on James's age (48 at 
the time of this scene). His brother, Dave, is older than him by a few years, and | did enough research to 
conclude that his son was a teenager in 20Ib. 


5) James's father always calls him "Jim" or "Jimmy". As a kid, that's what everyone called James. 
b) James's surname is actually spelt MICHEL but he changed it to MICHAEL once he became a well known 
name in the music industry because it was more recognizable. (he still keeps the pronunciation the same, 


though) 


That's all | got for ya. STAY TUNED FOR PART TWO ... There is some JUICY stuff to come... ;) 


Rock On The Range (Part Two) 


Author's Notes: 
As promised, here is the second half of "Rock On The Range" III 


Here's the timeline if anyone needs a reminder.. 


*** This is a drop-in chapter/scene right out of "RELIEF" -- it is set between chapters SIX ¢ SEVEN (titled: 
"Miracle" $ "Relief").*** 


This takes place during the ROCK ON THE RANGE music festival in Ohio.. Sixx:AM performed there during their 
2016 tour and James's family attended ¢ spent the day with him.. Also, James was sick with a bug for a few 
days around this time and still performed like a god through it -- (I'll leave more notes regarding references 
at the endl) 


ENJOY ! 


DJ's PON: 


5:00pm 
"So, pretty killer show we just put on, wouldn't ya say?" 


The adrenaline is still pumping through my veins, despite us finishing the performance about twenty minutes 
ago. | always say that, but every time | get to go up on stage and share my passion of rockin’ out with the 
world, it only invokes positive feelings in me. Every fuckin’ time | get off stage | feel like a brand new person.. 


but an even better version of myself. 


"| would say so, dude!" Nikki nods his head in agreement, while taking a seat on one of the chairs in the 


backstage dressing room. "We got lucky, man.. Ended our show just in time to miss the rain" 
"Shit, that's true. But ya know what? It would have been even cooler if we got soaked while up there-" 


My sentence is cut off by Nikki flicking me in the head playfully. | immediately huff in defense, let out a goofy 


cackle and nudge him back in retaliation, as | let the events of the day wander around in my mind. 


Honestly, today has just been insane! Between arriving at this festival super early, to doing hours of press 
conferences, record and autograph signings, and then our gig.. I'm just bursting with pure energy.. l'm also 


fuckin’ starvin' because our busy schedule didn't allot for any time to eat.. Fuck man, once James is out of the 


shower and dressed back in his normal clothes, we can finally head over to the catering area back here. | 


heard ahead of time that we're in for a special treat.. 
"Not to mention, James killed it.. Glad his voice held up..." 
Nikki's voice snaps me out of /a /a land, and | immediately nod in acknowledgment. 


"Dude, its insane." | shake my head in slight disbelief. "No one would have ever known he wasn't feelin’ well.” 
A smile suddenly creeps on my lips. "And his family looked like they were havin’ the time of their life watchin’ 
him sing up there." 


My heart feels warm knowing that James actually gets to spend some time with his family today. | know that 
he hardly ever sees them, so | can't imagine how happy they all were when they arrived here.. and James... | 
can't imagine what a surprise it was for him! | had no clue they were gonna be here, but | just gotta say.. 


What an awesome group of relatives he has. 


"His family is great." Nikki speaks softly, and part of me wonders if he's thinking of his own family.. The family 
that he wishes he had. 


‘Im really glad they showed up today. James needs that connection every once in a while..". He suddenly lets a 


light laugh slip out. "Keeps him for bein’ a hermit-" 

| can't help but giggle at the remark, because as much as it's a joke, it also speaks a little foo much truth. If 
James was left to his own devices at all times, | know without a doubt that he would never leave his freakin’ 
studio... 


"Good thing we're tourin then! Forces him to be in contact with the outside world!" 


| suddenly feel a small pit in my stomach as | think about how James seems to still be in his workaholic phase.. 
How the only thing I've seen him eat or drink today was one of his disgusting protein shakes... 


Dude, none of you guys got to eat because you were so busy! Dont even start with trying to find issues where 


there are none.. James would say if something was wrong.. He's an adult.. Give him a break.. 
There's still a small part of me that wants to fight my instincts that constantly nag at me. Ever since the 
Chinese food incident and the run in the rain, I've just had a weird feeling in my gut.. But then again, 


it is James we're talkin’ about here. And he really would tell me if something was wrong... right ? 


My own stomach rumbling cuts through my unsettling thoughts, and | can't help but feel my face flush. | 
laugh at the noises like a freakin’ child. 


"Damn dude.. Can you be any more subtle ?" 


Nikki's sarcastic tone only makes me cackle more, but | automatically feign offense as | flail my arms in the 


air. 
"What the hell do you expect, man?! We haven't eaten anything since 8:00am!" 
"Yeah yeah.. Excuses -" 


l'm just about to shoot out a rebuttal, but the sudden sound of the shower door opening halts my thought 


process. 
" Finally!" 


| can't help but blurt out a celebratory outburst as | notice James walking through the dressing room, fully 
dressed with his hair dried and sunglasses glued to his face. 


"Thought I'd never see ya again!" 


| attempt to crack a joke, and James, as usual, just rolls his eyes at my antics, as he swiftly moves past me 


and Nikki to throw something in the garbage pail 


"Sorry, man..". He shakes his head and lets out a nonchalant laugh. "Sometimes | get so distracted in the 


shower and can't keep track of the time...” 

"Well, don't keep us waitin’ any longer dude! My stomach is nipping itself to shreds —" 
Through my peripheral vision, | see Nikki shaking his head in amusement. 

"This one's been the biggest fuckin’ drama queen for the last ten minutes." 

"Hey! lm hungry , okay?!" 


James looks like he just doesn't know what to say to any of this. He always gets stuck in the role of being 
the mature one, but ya know what? | know he /oves it. 


"Well, then let's get the fuck outta here, shall we?" He gives me a playful wink and loops his arm around my 
back in a brotherly way, as the three of us begin making our way to the catering area. My eyes naturally 
take a quick glance at the garbage pail as we pass it, and | see a few broken pieces of blonde locks. 


Hm... That's weird.. Looks lke James's hair.. 


| shrug the thought away as I'm once again sucked into mesmerizing thoughts of festival catering.. 


JAMES'S PON: 
Pretending you're fine in front of a ton of people when you're really not takes a lot of fuckin’ work. 


Don't get me wrong.. Today has been an absolute blast so far. Our performance went great, and l'm so 


relieved that my voice stayed intact for the whole thing.. Guess my strict hot tea regimen really paid off.. 


| can't express how heartwarming it felt to see the happiness spread across my family's faces as they 
watched me sing my heart out on the festival stage with DJ and Nikki. Carson was havin' the time of his life 
and I'm pretty sure everyone was able to hear his rowdy cheers from a fuckin’ mile away. Sure, we had an 
insane crowd, maybe the biggest audience I've ever performed for, but my eyes kept becoming fixated on my 


folks.. They're really the reason why | think | was able to pull the gig off so well. 


I'm relieved knowing that | was able to exert more energy throughout the day like | hoped | would. Being on 
stage was one thing.. | expected to naturally jump around more tonight, especially considering my festering 
anxiety. It was beforehand that got my nerves up, but | was able to sneak in some extra movement without 
making it super obvious. Whenever | had to use the bathroom, | paced in my stall for a few extra seconds 


each time.. | even snuck in a few jumping jacks here and there.. 


Once our performance was over, it immediately started pouring rain so to say the three of us lucked out 
would be an understatement. The moment that we made our way back to the backstage dressing room, each 


of us showered, got dressed, and prepared to get catering. 
So yes , today has been awesome, but | just have to admit how frustrated | am.. 


| don't know why my fuckin’ body is falling apart all of a sudden. When | was washing my hair in the shower, 
every other time that | ran my hand through it, strands fell out.. This has been happening more frequently 
every time | shower now, but Today | finally got so fed up... 


| don't understand why this is happening. The last time something like this occurred was when | went vegan 
for a few years back in the early 2000's. Because of the lack of variety in my diet, my body was getting 
malnourished and my hair started falling out. | remember how it freaked me out, and when | researched my 
symptoms, | realized it was because | wasn't getting a large enough variety of vitamins and minerals in what | 


was eating... From that day on, | decided that veganism wasn't for me. 

But that was then .. | wasn't getting enough vitamins then , but what about now?! It makes no sense for it to 
be happening to me now when l'm so rigid and adamant about eating all of the right foods for optimal body 
functions! 


High protein 


Low carb 


Hgh fiber 
Clean, raw, Whole Foods 


To make a long story short, the reason | took so fuckin’ long in the shower was because | was too busy trying 
to clean up all of my hair that fell out.. | didn't want it to clog up the damn drain. Thats how much of it fell 
out... If | don't figure out what the hell is going on with me, I'm gonna be fuckin’ bald by the end of next week! 


Maybe l'm being a bit dramatic but that's what this feels like.. Somehow, whatever I've been losing has grown 


back quicker than it fell out.. 
My hair is one thing.. Catering is the other.. 


| knew ahead of time that | was gonna have to sit through catering, obviously, and | had planned on having a 


protein bar with me just in case , by any chance, the food being served was a big no no. 


However, that was planned before | knew my family was gonna show up here.. Now that I'm sitting at a 
crowded catering table with them eating around me, | realize there's no way l'm gonna be able to pull my 
original plan off. Dave already questioned me about my weight, which | still dont understand.. | don't know how 
lm supposed to act totally fine right now.. 


| find it pretty ironic that the festival catering just so happens to be vegan sushi... | would have been okay with 
that, but the only problem here is the damn white rice that's stuck to the seaweed. Sometimes | wonder why 
sushi can't be made without rice. Why couldn't they have vegan sashimi °! 


Oh.. maybe because most people in their right mind don't have an internal breakdown over fuckin’ rice.. especially 


after an hour long physically intense performance! 
"That was a freakin’ awesome show!" 


Carson hasn't stopped talking about how much he's enjoyed the performance since the second it ended. | can't 
help but smile at his enthusiasm... I'm glad he's having a great time, and | wish | could enjoy this experience to 
its full extent, but right now | just can't.. and it's all because of the damn sushi right in front of me. 


Everyone else in the VIP area has started eating already, but of course l'm here, nonchalantly pretending that 
I'm not hungry right now. All | can think to myself is that I'm almost grateful that Nikki and DJ are doin’ their 
own things at the moment.. After the incident with the Chinese food, I've felt so incredibly uneasy 

eating anything in front of them.. 


Its not like being around my family is much better, though. 


Despite the anguish l'm beginning to feel inside of me, | paste on my relaxed, nonchalant fagade and engage in 
the conversation to the best of my ability. At this point, it all comes so naturally to me.. I've learned to have 


to wear a mask to create this public persona while on tour, during press and interviews. 
It's a necessary skill to acquire when you're in this music business. 


"You looked like you were havin’ a blast down in the crowd, buddy!" | shoot Carson a warm smile. "I was able 


to see you guys crystal clear from where | was..." 


I've been sipping my ice water to try to fill my stomach up, because at this point | will do anything to avoid 
touching the food that I've been given. I'm honestly surprised that no one has asked me anything regarding 
why | haven't started to eat yet, but for now I'm just gonna cherish the time, because | know .. A comment 
or confrontation is inevitable. At least | know | can use the point of not feelin’ well as an excuse when it does 


happen... night ? 
"I know.. Don't think we didn't see you shooting us smiles here and there." 


The warmth of my mother's voice only forces me to smile, yet the internal tension in my body only grows 
stronger. I'm frustrated that l'm being given an opportunity to spend time with my family, yet the obsessions 
in my head are blocking me out from being completely invested in the moment. 


The fuckin’ anxiety and uncertainty regarding when I'll be able to workout.. /f| need to workout.. Fuck, that's a 
given! Of course | need to workout! | didn't use my damn time wisely this morning and the movement that 


| did manage is nowhere near what one of my vigorous workout routines would suffice to- 


‘lm really happy you guys had a great time..".| attempt to block out my thoughts as | take a generous chug 
of my ice water. "I mean, by no means is the day over yet, but | was hoping you would have enjoyed the 
show... 


Cold drinks raise your metabolism.. so you'll be burning more calories just sitting here, so maybe since you snuck in 
so much movement during the day, you won't have fo do as much later on tonight while Nikki and DJ are asleep. 


Are you joking?! We just went over this! You didn’t move around enough for it fo count as a full workout! And 
plus, your body is used fo doing all of ths daily movement with a full workout on TOP of it.. Stop trying to make 


excuses— 


Í said. maybe! Any little bit of help counts, okay? If you could raise your metabolism just a tiny bit more, those 
extra calories that you'll burn will add up.. 


Trying to have a decent conversation while hearing your own mind argue with itself is an arduous task.. | don't 
know how the hell I'm pulling this off right now. 


MAYBE you have a pont.. You still need to get in some kind of workout later tonight. Regardless! And why are 
you here obsessing over exercise when the issue at hand is the damn FOOD thats in front of your! 


| feel my heart skip a beat at the last thought.. | still haven't touched any of the sushi on my plate. 
Meanwhile, every single member of my family is at least halfway to three quarters of the way through 
theirs, and | bet they wouldn't even think twice about getting more if they wanted to.. 


From under my shades, my gaze slowly moves toward the food right in front of me.. My body only tenses up 
more as | begin to observe all eight pieces of the sushi roll, with all of the components inside.. Cucumber... 
Seaweed.. Avocado... Carrots... White rice .. 

It doesn't take a second for the wheels in my head to turn... again 

If you can get away with avoiding the damn rice that's contaminating the sushi rolls youre expected fo eat, youll 
be okay.. But, If you touch any of those carbs, it will automatically turn to fat in your bloodstream and itll spike 
your blood sugar, and all of that will lead to weight gain- 

But even if you somehow get away with picking all of the rice off, it wont matter because the sushi will have still 
been in contact with the rice which means there might stil be remnants of the carbs on the seaweed so you'll end 
up ingesting the Toxins anyway- 

| squeeze my eyes shut from under my sunglasses at the noise in my head. At this point, all | want to do is 
pull my damn head off and shut my brain down. If it could shut up for one fucking second that would be... It 


would be great . 


"So." | force myself to speak again, desperately trying to break through the screaming in my head. "Did any 
of you have a favorite song that we played-" 


"| loved RISE!" Carson pipes up with enthusiasm, his mouth full of sushi. "What a cool song.. It sounded like a 


power anthem!" 

Through the fog of internal thoughts, my family each adds onto Carson's statement. 

"l agree.. | loved seeing how passionate you got when you sang that one..." 

‘ts one of my favorites too.. A great opener..." 

"You performed with so much emotion and strength.. Totally got that whole crowd engaged." 

The longer that the conversation goes on, the more difficult it is to focus on everything that's being said. The 


longer that | stare at the freakin’ untouched food on my plate, the stronger my own uneasiness weighs me 


down. 


A hand on my shoulder suddenly snaps me back to the present moment for just a second. 
‘Jimmy, hon.. are you okay?" 


| immediately lift my head up and am met with my mother's concerned demeanor. | can feel my whole body 


freezing up. 


"Hm?" | automatically shoot her a confused expression but paste it on with a smile. "Of course I'm alright, 


mom.’ | shake my head. "Just a little distracted, thats all.” 

Yeah.. No big deal.. Just casually preoccupied by every single catastrophic possibility that could occur if | decided to 
eat this sushi in front of me! No, mom, its nothing! Im just trying really fuckin hard to act normal in front of all 
of you but now I know it's not working and soon Im gonna have no freakin’ choice but to eat some of this goddamn 


stuff, but there's no way Im letting that hap- 


"Are you not hungry?” Now my father's voice cuts through and | feel myself flushing internally. "You haven't 
touched any of your food.” 


"Oh..." | shake my head and snicker. "My appetite is kinda wonky today.. Gotta love bein’ sick, right?" 


My throat is threatening to close in on me because of the lies that I'm spilling out to the people | love, but 
they don't understand! They don't gef why | need to do this! 


No one gets it! 


| could swear | make out my brother exchanging glances with my parents and | know that none of them believe 


the bullshit that's coming out of my mouth. The looks on their faces say it all. 

"Well, buddy... | think you should still try to eat something .. You just exerted a shit ton of energy...” 
Dave's eyes are locked on mine, and the concern is seeping through in his words. 

Yeah yeah.. here we go. Its not lke you didnt know it was freakin’ coming- 


And that's the worst part of all of this.. The fact that | did know someone was gonna ask me something 


eventually... l'm not as stupid as | sometimes like to think | am. 


Using all of my internal strength to push away my nervousress, | force another smile and nod to Dave in 


agreement, even though every single fiber in me is resisting. 


The Deja vu that I'm feeling right now is too eerily similar to what happened with the damn Chinese food.. Too 


familiar.. too fuckin’ uncomfortable. 


Before | know it, with much reluctance, | reach a hand out to the chopsticks near my plate, but | feel myself 
resisting.. 


You dont know what was on those chopsticks before they were given fo you guys.. You dont know what they 
touched.. What if they're contaminated- 


My stomach is dropping at my own thoughts, and now l'm pissed because | should have brought my own 


fuckin’ utensils if | knew this was gonna be a damn issue! 
Is there anything that l'm getting right today?! 


I'm starting to feel desperate because | know that if | don't start at least touching the sushi, l'm gonna be 
questioned again, and if | can't use the fuckin’ chopsticks then I'm gonna have to use my freakin! hands.. 


As much as | cringe at the conclusion, | know | have to do it.. | have do something now or this is gonna end 


worse than it would have ended in the first place- 


What the fuck are you waiting for, idiot?! Pick up one of your freakin’ rolls and show everyone that you know how 
to act around food! 


| can't even hear the conversation around me anymore because l'm way too sucked into the piercing pleas in 


my head. | feel like lm about to burst. 


Despite all of the internal chaos, | succumb.. My hands are now on the sushi, and I'm trying my best to make 
this look natural right now. 


Thats it.. Just pretend youre interested in the food.. IF you can get away with picking some of the rice off, and I 
mean REALLY clean those rolls off, then maybe you can force yourself into taking a bite of the cucumber.. Then 
at least you'll be showing everyone that youre eating SOME THNG- 


The thought of the rice contaminating the whole roll, even without it being connected to it, still makes my 
stomach churn, but | give into my own mind's instructions... | can't even explain how humiliated 


and abnormal the behaviors l'm using right now are making me feel. 

Even though I'm not looking up at anyone, | know their eyes are on me. | can feel it. 

"Uh... Hey, James?" 

My eyes immediately widen from under my shades at my brother's voice. My heart is racing at a ridiculous 
fast pace, because even though all he said was my name, | know where this is going.. Fuck’ | know where this is 


freakin’ going- 


"Yeah?" 


| raise an eyebrow to feign confusion, but that doesn't stop me from continuing the rifuals with my sushi. My 
body is only getting warmer. 


There is pure silence and now | feel like I'm about to jump outta my skin. My whole family is staring at me 


and in a way, it feels threatening | suddenly feel my defenses starting to creep up. 
"What?" 
My words only receive uncomfortable expressions from my parents and an uneasy laugh from Dave. 


"Did you forget how to eat, bro?" He furrows his brows at me as | watch his gaze move from my face, to 
the sushi, and back to my face. "You're dismantling that poor sushi roll-" 


Wow... really?! No way?! 


| want to punch myself right now because this is exactly why | never want to eat in front of anyone.. because 


they'll all see me doing this shit! 
Somehow I'm able to find my voice despite the embarrassment that's flooding me. 


"l. | gotta be honest with you, dude.. Even though | was vegan for a few years, I've never actually tried vegan 
sushi before..." 


That has got to be one of the worst excuses that has ever come out of your mouth Are you really going 
there?! 


"And l'm not feelin’ so hot so who knows if itll agree with my palate..." 

Every word that | spit out strengthens my humiliation, but | need to talk my way around this... | have tol 
There is another period of awkward silence, besides the nonsensical chatter going on around the VIP tent, until 
Dave opens his mouth and raises an eyebrow again. The enthusiasm that spills out of him is the opposite of 


what | would have expected. 


"Well, you'll never know if you don't try!" He smiles widely and eyes Carson, putting a hand on his shoulder. 
"Right, champ ??" 


" Champ ?" Carson narrows his eyes in teenage embarrassment. "Really, Dad? I'm fifteen." 


"And you're still my champ, son" 


| have to admit to myself that although | feel like I'm in my own personal hell, the banter between Dave and 
Carson is amusing. My tension slightly lessens and | roll my eyes at both of them, letting a light laugh slip 
outta my mouth. 


"But seriously, listen to him, Uncle James..." 


Carson's eyes are locked on mine now, but he's laughing along at the conversation "As annoying as it is, he's 


usually right" 


"Yeah, yeah... Big bro knows best, | know." | give Dave another eye roll and shake my head, while proceeding on 
with dissecting my sushi. "You have always been the genius in the family... I'll give ya that-" 


"You're just as smart, James." 
J 


Exasperation suddenly fills my body at my brother's words. | pull my hand away from the sushi and flail my 


arms in the air with a laugh. 


"Oh, c'mon! Gimme a break." My eyes are wide as | point to Dave. “You're the one who got your pilots 


license at nineteen years old!" 


"Yeah, and you've worked your freakin’ butt off to get to where you are.." The adamacy in his words are 
piercing, and | feel myself wanting to shrink to the ground at the kindness. "You just played an incredible music 
festival.." He shakes his head and gives me a playful nudge. "Give yourself some credit, would ya?" 


| don't know which is worse.. The uneasiness regarding the food, which luckily seems to be put to a halt 
because of this goofy conversation, or the discomfort | feel whenever people around me give me praise... If it's 
not one, it's the other. 

Something in my gut tells me that Carson feels the strange energy at this table, because within a few seconds 
of uncomfortable silence, | notice him grabbing his own chopsticks and now he has them up his nose. He begins 
making animal noises, and | feel a small smirk forming on my lips. 


"Carson..." 


Dave tilts his head in disbelief at his son's typical teenage antics. | can't help but laugh at his exasperated 
head shake. " Really 2" 


"What?!" Carson raises his eyebrows and stares at his father in defense. "I'm a walrus! You're tellin’ time 


that you never did this as a kid, Dad?" 


" Hell yeah, dude!" 


My heart suddenly skips a beat at what | recognize as DJ's voice. Within a second, he's standing at our table 


with his arm out to Carson for a hi-five. 


All| can say to myself is that | am so relieved that l'm not touching my sushi in front of him right now... 
although there's a part of me that's wondering if he notices that my plate is completely full.. 


Don't think about that.. No need to--- 
"Finally someone else to do this goofy stuff with-" 


DJ's childlike excitement lights up the area I'm in and before | can even take a breath, he grabs a free pair of 


chopsticks and sticks them up his own nose just like Carson. 
| can't believe this is happening right now, but at the same time, | can ... 
This is DU we're talking about. 


Cherishing the break from my tension, | let out a cackle. | can't help it.. This is some quality entertainment 
right here. 


| finally turn to face DJ and shake my head in amusement. "Buddy... | think you and Carson need to have some 


bonding time..." | look down and snicker. "You're like the same freakin’ person!" 


My nephew seems to take pride in what | just said. His eyes are absolutely awestruck. "Uncle James... That is 


probably one of the coolest compliments I've ever gotten" 


"Come on, dude.." DJ grabs Carson by the hand and pulls him out of his chair, proceeding to give him a hair 
ruffle. "Ill show ya some killer stuff." 


| watch as the two slowly move through the crowd towards the other side of the tent we're in, with their 
chopsticks still intact, leaving the rest of us at our table. 


There is, once again, silence. 

Now that | no longer have Carson's amusing personality as a distraction, my nerves automatically come back 
to the surface. Out of habit, | resume rolling my sushi around my plate awkwardly, but at this point it's not 
even doing anything... 


If anything, its just making you look lke a freakin' mental case.. as if that wasnt obvious enough already-- 


"A walrus...” 


Dave's voice breaks the silence and | look up at him shaking his head in what appears to be humorous fatherly 
disapproval. "Sometimes | ask myself what | got into when | decided to have a kid.." He laughs. 


"Oh Dave, come on.." | snicker at his statement, attempting to keep half of my mind in the conversation while 
the other half focuses on my hands on the sushi. "You and | did shit like that all the time.. We probably drove 
Mom and Dad nuts-" 

‘Oh, you did." 

My father laughs heartily. "You two were a handful at times.. " He shakes his head, locking his eyes on me 
and Dave. "| remember we went out to eat at an Asian restaurant one time, and you two wouldn't stop 
flinging chow mein noodles at each other!" 

"Oh my god, | remember that!" Dave interjects and lets out a loud cackle. "You guys were so pissed--" 


"We were... frustrated " 


My mother shakes her head and giggles softly. "You two were always full of antics." She pauses for a 


moment to give me and Dave loving stares. "But you know what? We wouldn't have had it any other way.’ 
Her eyes meet my father's and they elope hands, while smiling warmly at one another. 


After a moment or two, my father moves his gaze back to me and my brother with eyes full of fatherly 
pride. 


"You've always been two jokesters, but you grew up into two strong, successful men.” His lips curl into a 


smirk. "You guys turned out alright" 

Through the genuinity of my father's remark, a chill shoots up my spine and | feel an intense, bittersweet 
feeling of longing .. Strange tingles spark through my whole body and | would be fooling myself if | said that | 
didn't feel the beginning of a lump forming in my throat. 

| force myself to exchange glances with Dave, as we both smirk. 


"Yeah... | guess we did...” 


The only sensation that I'm left with as | shift my gaze back to my uneaten sushi only to succumb to my 


unfinished dissection is a gnawing pit in my stomach. 


DJ's PON: 


Sometimes | think that people just don't understand my goofy antics. 


Ill admit it really pumps me up when | see other dudes pull weird shit in public because then | know | have 


some pals to do it with. Then, it doesn't look like I'm the only doofus being a clown 


| mean, | still conjure up antics and act like a child regardless if others are because let's face it.. | don't give a 


shit! 
Fuck what people think! 


It does make it more fun if there's someone else joining you, though... Speaking of which, James's nephew is 

an icon! The moment | saw him put those chopsticks up his nose, | knew that | had found a fellow doofus to 
chill with.. And plus, in the back of my head | thought about how maybe James would have wanted some time 
alone with the adults, if ya know what | meon.. 


| brought Carson to the back area of our VIP tent and showed him around for a few minutes. | originally 
wanted to hang with him and Nikki, but who the hell knows where that dork snuck around to.. Maybe he got 
pulled for an interview or something. It tends to happen to him quite often 

Instead, the two of us mingled in the crowd and | introduced him to a few other musician friends of mine that 
also had gigs at this festival. He had a smile on his face the whole time and | might come off as sappy, but 


that just warms my heart. If | can just make one person happy, it means more to me than most people know. 


| just want to make the world a better place when | can.. What better way to do that than joke around and lift 


others up? 
‘So, just wonderin.. Does my uncle always eat lke that?" 


It takes me a few moments to distinguish Carson's voice from the various chit chat in the tent. The two of 


us are leaning against a catering table in the corner, casually. 
"Psst. Earth to DJ-" 


‘Oops, sorry dude! Dazed out for a second there!" | snicker and give him a playful nudge. "What were you 


askin! me?" 
"| was just wonderin’ if my uncle always eats weird." 


Carson's eyes are locked on mine and the curiosity is shining through strong. There's also a hint of confusion 


mixed in too... 


"Like what?" | shoot him a quick uncertain brow furrow, as | try to process the question that I've just been 


asked. 


Why is he asking you that, of all things? 


Within a few seconds, | feel a small pit beginning to form in my stomach, because despite me trying to play 


dumb, | know what's going on.. 
| know exactly what he's talking about, yet | wish | didn't. 


| wish | was oblivious to the fact that James seems to have forgotten how to eat like a normal dude, but how 


can | forget that when it seems like every time | see him eat these days, he does some weird shit- 


"You know... Pickin’ at his food..". Carson's hushed voice cuts through my thoughts and he starts charading the 
movements as he describes them. "Pulling it apart like he's makin’ a weird ass puzzle." His eyes narrow and 
before | can say anything, he gives me a swift nudge, shifting my gaze towards the table that James is sitting 
at. 


Once my eyes make direct contact with my friend, | get a sharp, uncomfortable chill. 
"He's doir it right now..." 
Carson's voice is barely a whisper, and it only sends more uneasiness through my body. 


It takes a lot for me to stifle a reaction to what l'm watching.. James is sitting at that table with his parents 
and brother, who have all finished their sushi.. Their plates are empty, but James's is completely full.. | can 
clearly see him rolling the sushi around his plate, but he's not eating it. Hell, | haven't seen him put the damn 


thing near his mouth once.. Everyone seems to be invested in conversation around him, but where the fuck is 


his head? 


He looks like he's in the middle of performing a life-changing science experiment; a world class intense 


dissection. 


My eyes feel glued to the scene in front of me, but all this is doing is bringing me back to the damn day with 
the Chinese food.. The way James was separating all of the components on his plate so they wouldn't touch 
each other... How he diced up his fuckin’ chicken and broccoli into minuscule pieces, so small that | probably 
would have needed a damn microscope to see them.. The way that he played around with the shit on his plate, 
and then proceeded to only put a scrap of broccoli on his lips once Nikki fathered him into doing it- 


Yes , I've been seeing him eat like this for a week now, but shil. It doesn't make it any less confusing to me. 


It just seems strange .. Who does that? 


Who the hell nonchalantly decides to go for a run in the pouring rain.. willingly? And who the fuck chugs down 
protein shakes that taste like the damn dirt like they're going out of style?! 


| just don't get it. 


It occurs to me that I've probably been eyeing James for way too long now, and | don't want him to see me 
staring at him. Not to mention, | haven't answered Carson's question.. Through my peripheral vision, | see the 


curious expression on his face. 
"Have you seen him do that before-" 
| shrug my shoulders. 


"| guess so..". My voice already feels like it's gonna die in my throat, but | push away my instincts and turn to 
face James's nephew. "He's been doin’ that kind of stuff since the tour started.." | smirk and let out a laugh. 
"But ya know, he's James... He's a character sometimes." 


| may be doing my best to appear casual and chill, but | have to admit that I'm having trouble believing my 


own words at the moment... I'm not sure what l'm supposed to think at this point. 


Half of me knows that James is a grown ass man and if he wants to eat like some kind of alien, then so be it. 
If it's not hurting him then there's no reason why he can’t do it.. And plus, he hasn't said that anything was 


wrong. 


But then there's the other half of me that just knows something isn't right. | just can't pinpoint what it is.. 
James is weird sometimes when it comes to certain things, but this just seems so out of the ordinary, even 
for hm- 


He would have fold you if something was going on.. Stop freaking yourself out over something that's probably 
nothing! Youre psyching yourself out and you're probably worrying for no damn reason! Its JAMES! He might be 
in a bipolar high right now.. and you know how he gets during those, okay? And plus, he doesn’t even feel well 
today! When youre sick you dont have a strong appetite. 

Stop worrying about if! 

"Interesting... 

Carson's voice cuts through my thoughts again with a tone full of curiosity. 

"My great grandfather apparently had pretty bad OCD.. He would always bring his own utensils to public 
restaurants because he thought using the ones that were there would contaminate him..". He pauses for a 


moment, then snickers, while shaking his head nonchalantly. "Strange things run in the family, | guess...” 


His words send an uneasy chill up my spine, but l'm not sure why.. There wouldn't be any significance to any 


of that.. Not that | know of.. 


"DJ Ashbal" 


Before | can say anything, the sound of a cheerful woman's voice interrupts my thought process. | 
immediately pop my head up. 


“That's me!" 

"| was just wondering if you would be willing to hang out with me for a little bit to answer some questions." 
She reaches a hand out to me for a handshake, and | quickly grab it. " Rock On The Range was asked to 
interview each of the bands performing... | have Nikki waitin! for ya back there if you're interested-" 

"Hell yeah!" | force myself to nod my head with what | hope appears to be natural enthusiasm, as the pit in 
my stomach only grows bigger from the mental images of James at the catering table. "Sure, I'm up for a 
quick interview-" 

"Sweet!" The journalist chirps and we exchange hi-fives. 


I'll see ya in a few, buddy! Don't have too much fun without me!" 


| shoot Carson a wide smile and give him a brotherly pat on the shoulder before | begin making my way to an 


isolated corner where it's quiet enough for a short question and answer session 


As l'm walking with the journalist, past the crowds at various catering tables, | can't help but lock my eyes on 


James again. 


The last internal sensation | feel before I'm reunited with Nikki under a semi-private backdrop is an ominous 


stiffness in my shoulders. 


JAMES'S PON: 
"James..." 


| have no clue how long I've been picking my sushi apart, but | haven't gotten anywhere with eating it yet.. not 
that | was planning on it or anything. 


"Hey... Bro.. James-" 
My brother's voice abruptly pulls me from my daze and my heart suddenly skips a beat. Internally, l'm 


flushing, because | can't help but wonder if I've been missing chunks of conversation the whole time I've been 


stuck in my screwed up head. 


| do my best to push that thought away, as | quickly shake my head and laugh casually. | pop my head up at 


Dave and smile. 
"Hey, I'm sorry man.. Mind's a little cluttered tonigh-" 
"Don't you want chopsticks?" 


Dave is eyeing me with such strong suspicion and confusion, and | realize that | haven't taken my hands off of 


the sushi yet, and I'm shill playing with it despite being directly called out like I've been multiple times today- 
"Nah, it's okay--" 


"James?" He cuts me off mid-sentence, raises an eyebrow and laughs nervously, while locking his eyes on 


mine. "You do realize you've been using your hands this whole time, right?" 


Yeah, no shit Dave! Of course Ive been using my hands because if | didn't | would have to use the damn chopsticks 
that you're talking about and | don't fuckin' know what they've been exposed to- 


"Uh... yeah" A let a soft snicker out but in reality | feel like I'm slowly being cornered into a tight box. "I mea 


"Dude, if you're gonna pick at the sushi, at least use the chopsticks instead of your hands!" 

| can't even let another thought swim through my head before Dave suddenly reaches his hand over to my 
plate, and | swear to god.. | feel like l'm about to lose it. My heart is racing at what feels like an uncontrollable 
speed and my body is getting warm. 

Dont touch them.. Dont take the chopsticks. Dave, dont you fuckin’ dare- 


My eyes squeeze shut for a split second out of internal desperation, but | quickly recompose myself. 


"No, Dave its really fine-" | attempt to block his hand from grabbing the chopsticks, but to my dismay, he 


beats me to it. 

Not only does he snatch them and pull them out of the paper they're in, but he has the nerve to stick them 
in one of the pieces of sushi. | can only watch him in pure horror, and in this moment, all | can feel 

is paralyzing panic. 


Everything suddenly feels frozen . 


| squeeze my eyes shut again from under my shades, and all | can say to myself is that I'm so glad no one can 


see— 


Well would ya just look at that! Youre NOT touching that damn roll now... Its OFF limits. YOU DONT KNOW WHAT 
WAS ON THOSE CHOPSTICKS! DONT YOU DARE TOUCH THA--- 


My heart rate hasn't slowed down, and my body has only gotten warmer. Now | feel tiny beads of sweat 
threatening to drip down my chest, but | do my best to fight the terror I'm feeling. 


Within a second, | snap my eyes back open and feign gratitude, even though it's the absolutely opposite of 


what's really plaguing me. 


| Uh.” The words are close to dying in my throat but | force them out, while shooting my brother a smile 
that | hope looks natural. "Thanks... for that..." 


| reluctantly push myself to grab the chopsticks from the piece of sushi just so it looks like I'm willing to use 
them. There is not one ounce of me that feels okay about this, and as pathetic as it sounds, l'm starting to 


feel nauseous . 


If you just touch the sticks, nothing will happen, but you cant put them near your mouth. If that sushi goes 
ANYWHERE near your lps you know youre gonna have to pay the damn price for it! You already need fo fit 
exercise in tonight.. You know thats already gonna be a pain in the ass, but youre only gonna make things worse if 
you touch that damn sushi! You know why?! Because you're gonna be absorbing unnecessary extra calories and 
toxins that you didn’t PLAN to and then you have to fit that into your exercise later which means double or 
TRIPLE the amount that you absolutely NEED to do- 


The thoughts that are cycling through my mind are making me feel insane. | hear the same fuckin’ shit go on 


up there over and over and over.. and it doesn't ever shut up! 


Okay, | get it! | fuckin' GET it, okay?! Can you quiet the hell down for a split second just so | can MAYBE enjoy 
this time with my family- 

Through the noise in my head, | move the sushi around with the chopsticks, but every moment that passes 

makes me more tense. The hand that | have resting in my lap is shaking, but luckily no one can see that. It's 
taking a lot to stifle the trembling in my exposed hand, though... I'm getting to the point where l'm starting to 
beg internally for the catering time to be over .. Maybe even the whole day.. 


Thats real nice, James.. Wishing for today to end when youre with your freakin’ family who bought tickets here to 


see you- 
"You're reminding me of what grandpa used to do..." 


I'm snapped back to the present by Dave's voice, again. His brows are furrowed even more than they were 


before, but his gaze is staring right onto my plate.. On my hands.. On the chopsticks. 


"You know, with the utensils and stuff." 


Now, irritability is creeping up and l'm usually really good at blocking that out... I'm scared that l'm not gonna 
be able to this time. 


| immediately shake my head and let go of the chopsticks abruptly, letting them fall onto my plate. 

"Dude, I'm not like that -" | run my hand through my hair out of uneasiness, praying to whatever higher 
power is watching us that no strands fall out. The jitters that I'm feeling are so intense now. "You're 
comparing me to grandpa ?!" | force out an exasperated laugh, when all | want to do is scream. "Come on, 
Dave, really- " 


"Well what you're doin’ seems pretty damn similar to what he used to do-" 


All| can do is continue shaking my head. Part of me wants to laugh at what's happening, but the other part 
just wants this to end. 


Before | can say anything, | feel a gentle hand on my shoulder and without looking, | recognize that it's from 


my mother. 

"You know he's only mentioning that because he cares about you, son.” 

Her eyes are full of warmth and nurture but | can't take any of that in right now. | don't understand why 
everyone is making such a big deal out of this! If | want to use my damn hands for the sushi, what's the 
problem?! 


"| understand and appreciate that, but there's nothing for you guys to worry about." 


| paste on my best genuine smile, even though all of my defenses are up to the surface. My chest is 
tightening and my stomach is knotting up again. 


My whole family looks like they're at a loss, and | suddenly feel a jab of guilt, but that quickly gets blocked out 


when Dave opens his mouth again. 


"Ive just never seen you act so strange around food, man.. That's all..". He sounds unsure and confused. "I've 
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never seen you reject food, period-" 


‘lm not rejecting it, Dave.." | fight my urges to scream, while keeping my voice soft and casual. "I'm just not 


feelin’ the vegan sushi craving right now-" 


"Okay, okay, | get that.." Dave nods his head but my intuition is telling me that his actions don't fit his words. 
"Vegan cuisine isn't everyone's forte , but you can at least explain what the fm just gonna sit here and make 


crazy artwork with my food instead of just saying | dont want fo eat it deal is about?!" Frustration is filling his 


voice and | feel my defenses coming on stronger. His eyes are burning holes into my soul. "I get that Dad is a 
painter but-" 


"Okay, enough!" 


My heart skips a beat at my father's abrupt interjection, which sends a chill up my spine. His voice is firm, 
but it still holds a level of softness to it. Regardless, | think it's safe to say he got everyone's attention 


"Dave, if Jim doesn't want his sushi, he doesn't want it.." He puts a hand on my brother's shoulder while 
speaking in a hushed, adamant tone. "He's forty eight years old. You're his older brother but that doesn't 
mean you need to baby him-" 

‘lm not babying him, Dadl" Dave sounds exasperated but | can hear the uneasiness in his laugh. “I'm just, ya 
know.." His eyes dart back over to me and the concern in them only makes me feel tenser. "Trying to look out 
for him-" 

All| can do is shake my head at him. I'm trying so hard to not burst right now. | feel like laughing. 

"There's nothing to /ook out for—" 


"Jim, please |" My mother cuts me off mid-sentence with what sounds like desperate frustration and | 


suddenly feel deprived of oxygen. "Your brother is just concerned-" 


What the hell is there fo be "concerned" about?! You guys are getting out of hand! Just because | dont want any 
sushi right now, it doesn’t mean something is wrong! Why won't you guys just let up already- 


"Look-" | shake my head again and shrug my shoulders, attempting to shoo away the internal suffocation l'm 
feeling. "I don't know what to tell ya man" My words slip out with nonchalance, and | finally push my plate 
away. "| don't have much of an appetite now.. | don't feel well" Guilt is pouring out of me with every word | 
speak, but they don't understand! 

They wouldn't get it! 


Despite it all, | continue smiling in a loving manner. "This nasty bug is eatin’ at me, but who knows? Maybe in 


an hour or two I'll be able to stomach somethin..." 
No.. in an hour or two you're gonna be finding a way to cram in a goddamn workout is what youre gonna do- 


| cringe at the abrupt yet predictable scolding in my head, as | watch my family eye me with the same 
suspicion they've eyed me with this whole time. I'm at a loss.. | have nothing else to tell them. 


Thankfully, just as that thought passes through my head, | see Carson walking back towards our table to join 
us. | can only guess that DJ must have gotten pulled aside for something. 


In an attempt to keep this topic from lasting any longer, | do my best to end it right here. | wrap my arm 


around my nephew as he reunites with us and paste on my best, heartfelt smile. 


"But for now, let's just enjoy the rest of the night." | reach an arm out to ruffle Carson's hair and he shoots 
me a slightly embarrassed teenage expression. | shake my head as | observe the rest of my family. "We 


hardly get to see each other.. Why don't we try to cherish the time when we have it, alright?" 
As much as | want to lighten the mood and alter the energy around all of us, | know | can only do so much. 


But at least you can say you tried... right? 


DJ's PONV: 
9:30pm 


It's insane how fast time can go by sometimes.. | can't believe it's already time for us to head back on the 


bus and journey onto our new destination.. 


To say | was a little bit distracted during the short video interview with Nikki would be quite the 
understatement.. When Carson pointed out James's ridiculous eating behaviors to me, thats all | was able to 
think about during the question and answers. | think | did a pretty good job at pretending | 

totally wasnt preoccupied by it, but still.. | kept having urges to stare at James from where the three of us 
were standing but | wanted to make it subtle. Honestly, | don't remember half of the questions that we were 
asked.. Nikki did most of the talking anyway, which is typical for him. | usually tend to do the listening and 


chime in if I'm directly asked something. 


| do know that Nikki had a real good time talking about his feelings revolving around the opioid epidemic.. The 
journalist wanted to know where our whole hashtag initiative with our single, Rise , came from, and | was able 
to join in on that by briefly speaking out about the bullying | dealt with as a kid. That's really 

the only question | felt totally invested in, but even so, | really hope | hid my confusion well enough for no one 


To say anything... 


Now, it's been three hours since that interview and I'm stil thinking about how weird James looked with that 


freakin’ sushi. 


| just feel like there's a stupid battle in my head over nothing. There's no point in worrying about something 
that no one else has mentioned, right? Sure, Carson has but Nikki hasn't... and if Nikki hasn't then there's no 


reason to start overthinking.. 


Its the same thought process and inner arguments that I've been having the whole day.. the whole week.. It's 


the same record spinning over and over... 
if James wasn't okay, everyone would know. 


That's all | have to tell myself. | have to repeat that to myself as much as possible in order for me to shift 


my uncertainty elsewhere. 


On another note.. James is saying goodbye to his family right now, and my heart is tingling a little. | feel sad 


just knowing that its gonna be a long time until the next occasion where they can all reunite with each other. 
As | lean against our tour bus and watch James hug his parents, a chill shoots up my spine. | can hear them 
whispering to each other and | can't help but wonder what they're saying. | can only imagine that his parents 
must be feeling some level of uncertainty. | can tell by the expressions on both of their faces.. 

| close my eyes for a moment and take a deep breath, followed by a long exhale. 


‘lm here for anything, buddy..." 


When | reopen my eyes | see James embracing his brother in a hug, and | could swear | hear Dave words loud 


and clear. | watch as they break the embrace and James gets a squeeze on his shoulder from his brother. 
‘Don't ever forget that, okay? Anytime. Anywhere. Gimme a call." 


Once he walks away, | immediately turn my head in another direction as James walks past me to step into the 


bus. l'm just about to join him but before | can, | feel someone's hand on my shoulder. 


Within a second, I'm met with Dave's concerned eyes locked on mine. His squeeze tightens as he whispers to 


me. 
"Hey.. Keep an eye on James for me, alright?" 


With that, he slowly walks away from the bus towards the rest of James's family. From the distance, Carson 


waves at me with a huge smile on his face. 

| return the gesture, but can only let out an uneasy sigh. 

There's nothing wrong, DJ 

| shake my head and make my way into the bus, heading for my bunk, with only one emotion prominent in me. 


Contliction. 
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##END NOTES ##* 


1) Hair loss/hair thinning is a symptom of malnutrition, (and its also a true story that James was vegan for a 
few years.. he actually DID experience hair loss from vitamin deficiencies!) 


2) Dave is a pilot; he works for Net Jets (and he did get his pilots license so young!) James's father was a 
painter € his mother, an author, so can | say creative family *! 


3) There is a goofy picture of DJ with chopsticks up his nose that inspired the walrus joke. Some of you may 
know what I'm talking about, but if not | will try to find the link to share here! 


4) OCD runs in James's family. He says that he adopted many of his grandfather's OCD tendencies, the utensil 
thing being one of them. Catering on tour was sometimes difficult for him because of his urges to bring his 
own utensils. Eating disorders € OCD go and in hand many times. 


5) The interview that Nikki and DJ get pulled aside to do was an actual interview. | was originally going to write 
a detailed scene with it, but then this would have been novel length, so | decided to condense it and do an 
overview instead. Here is the link to the real thing: htHtps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UnLpVWHorhA -- (you 


will recognize some details from this chapter!) 


You Can't Go On Thinking Nothing's Wrong (Part One) 


Author's Notes: 
Hello beautiful peoplel! 


I'm back with a fresh new drop-in installment from "Relief". After discovering more information about James's 
family that | didn't know about, | knew | had to incorporate more chapters involving them.and alas! Hot out of 
the oven.This drop-in had to be split in half (what a shock.| realize more € more each day that l'm incapable 
of writing something short!) 


*** TIMELINE: This installment takes place during chapters 34 € 35 of "Relief" (titled "Suffocate" ¢ "Maybe It's 
Time) *** 


ALSO.IF you haven't read the "Rock on the Range" (part's | € 2) of THIS compilation (Flying On Crippled Wings), 
please do so..Ihere are references to the events of those two chapters in this drop-in. Things will make a lot 


more sense if you check them out (and my first work, "Relief") first! 


Enjoy! 


November bth 206 
NIKKIS PON: 


"Hello..H... This is Nikki Sxx.My band and | were scheduled to play a gig at your venue tomorrow night... Yes. Yes that's 
correct..Uh./m afraid that we're going to have to cancel that. Yeah.. Yes, Im deeply sorry..Well, you see.. There have 
been some circumstances out of our control.Mhm..Correct.. Yeah, but Im more than willing to help ya tind a fil- 
in. There's this killer act that Im almost certain can get the job done..Shinedown..Yes, sure IH! email you their 
contact info.. Thank you for understanding. Yes, you too..Bye." 


The second that | end the call, | let out a disheartening, exhausted sigh. 


| wish that was the last cancellation call that | will have to make, but if | said it was | would be lying.. | feel like 
| barely even started. It doesn't matter how many of them I've made already. It hasn't gotten any easier and 
| doubt it ever will. If anything, its only pushed the horrible reality that I'm living harder in my face..There is 


absolutely no escape from it. 


The reality is that we had a whole Canadian wing of our tour scheduled for the remainder of November, but 
that's just not happening. Unfortunately, cancelling the rest of our tour was fuckin’ inevitable and | knew it 
would be this whole time. | was dreading the very moment that | was going to have to make the first call.And 
now, five or so calls later, | feel like my last reserves of inner strength are diminishing. 


Right now, I've been sticking to calling all of the venues privately and letting them post the cancellation publicly 
so their customers receive their refunds.'m not sure when it'll feel like the right time for us to make a 
public announcement on our social media pages. This is such a conflicting situation.None of our fanbase knows 
the details of what we've been enduring here, and without James's permission, | can't expose it. That would be 
a complete violation of privacy and | would feel like shit about myself if | took that step. Of course, just 
posting a gig cancellation announcement won't give away details, but it will inevitably raise suspicion and 


questions from our fans..As if we don't get enough of those already in our comment section.. 


Every time a new comment pops up, | feel sick.Every question and concern we get around Jame's well being 
diminishes my hope a tiny bit more, and its rough. Part of me wishes | could answer some of them and 
reassure them that James is okay, but that would be a lie. That's just not the truth, and | can't tell them the 
truth..| don't know when or if we'll ever tell them the truth. 


They must have so many assumptions.. Drugs..Cancer..mental health issues.. Some might even be thinking the 
reality.. They might know it's an eating disorder... 


James is still in denial.He hasn't admitted that he has a problem yet, even though he's in the hospital. Sure, | 
know he isn't fully with it at the moment.His body is so starved that his brain isn't able to function the right 
way, and he's nowhere near fully coherent..He's only been there for one day..He's probably still so confused, 
but the fact of the matter is that he hasn't surrendered.He's not ready, and if he's not ready to be open 


with himself about what's going on, there's no way he'll be open and transparent with our fans about it.. 


For now, the venue announcements will have to suffice, and | can only pray that whatever they post publicly 
won't be a catalyst for any unwanted rumors to spread through the media. The /ast thing any of us need right 
now is to be bombarded by the press about James's mental state. 


Tears are pricking my eyes as | allow the hard truth to sink in more and more.Everything's still so fresh and 
raw.lt was just last night when DJ screamed a blood-curdling cry from James's hotel room.| was preparing 


for the worst, but no preparing was enough for what | walked into. 
It's not fair 


| constantly do everything in my power to keep my mask intact when l'm in public, but it's fuckin’ tough. It 
felt like hell to hold back my tears seeing James's shell in the hospital bed this morning..even more so when | 
witnessed his anxiety over the life-saving saline and electrolytes in his IV. He looks like he's dying, and as much 
as it hurts to remind myself of it, it's the truth. He is „He is fuckin’ dying. He's rotting in his own damn 
body..His body is eating itself because he refused to feed it.but he can't see that. He still got resistant to 


much needed hydration.. 


Ard | get it.When someone is that deep into an addiction.A disease , there is absolutely no rationale that exists 
in the forefront of their mind. It's hidden way too fuckin’ deep and no matter what others try to tell them, 
they just camot see the reality. Everything is distorted and convoluted. That's where James is right now, and 


it's terrifying.l've been there..but it hurts so much more seeing someone you love and care about in that 


same exact place. 

It hurts so much. 

Being the strong one is fuckin’ brutal.lts fuckin’ torture sometimes, and eventually you just have to let it 

out. Its happening. Its been happening when l'm alone.Not around DJ or James..Completely alone.Just me, 
myself and |..The pain of the situation weighs heavily on me and it's getting so difficult to drag it around, but | 
know I'm the only one out of us three who is in the most rational state of mind to handle the important 
things, but fuck. | don't want to! 

Who wants to call up every damn venue that we were supposed to perform at and tell them that we have to 
cancel?! Who wants to dance around the real reason for the cancellations and hope to God that no one 
catches onto what's actually going on?! Who wants to be that person?! The answer is no one! No one wants 
to be in charge of any of this shit, but | don't have a damn choice! 

Someone's gotta do it! 

It was Mick who had to do it when | was the one dying..He called up Kerrang magazine to tell them that Motley 
couldn't show up that day because the damn weather was too severe and would make lugging our equipment 
difficult.| put that dude through so much shit back in the day, and | still do today. never thought | would be 


in the same position that he was in.and look at me now.. 


Here | am, doing the exact same crap that he had no choice but to do..and | know for a damn fact that he 


didn't want to be that person either. 


Meanwhile, in Powell, Ohio... 

CARSON'S PON: 

@jamesmichaelofficial Are you okay? 

We miss you, James.. | hope youre okay. Please take care of yourself.. We care about you 
What's going on.. Im worried about you 

James please eat something 


Comments. 


That's all my uncle's Instagram pictures have been full of these days. | feel like every time | go on my insta 
and check his page, more and more comments like those pop up. | get that that's what Instagram is for, but 
damn, that must be so frustrating to have so many notifications all the time! Being famous must be a 


blessing and a curse.. Sometimes | still wonder.. 

Imagine being in Uncle James's situation.. It would be soooooo awesome! 

| have to admit something, though. 

I'm kinda worried about my uncle.. | have a feeling that something isn't right, but | just don't know what. 


Ever since | went to that music festival a few months ago with my dad and my grandparents, I've been 


wondering what's going on with Uncle James. 


| know | shouldn't assume that something isn't right and that there's something wrong, but the reason why | 
feel this way is because I've been following his social media accounts since the beginning of the tour he's been 
on. Every time my uncle posts a picture of him and the band, | check it out because | think it's so 

freaking cool to see what's happening on the road. The thing is that I've noticed Uncle James seems to be 
getting thinner and thinner in every picture | see. | know l'm not the only person who's noticed this because | 
like to read the comments on his pictures too.. Sometimes they're really funny and | just want to laugh, but 


these days most of them are serious. Everyone seems really concerned, 


| get that sometimes people lose weight for multiple reasons.. They could be sick with something or they're 
just not feeling so great. Sometimes people just aren't hungry. | know that, but something about how fast my 
uncle seems to have lost this weight is what's kinda creeping me out. No, not creeping me out. That's the 
wrong word. Its just kinda weird to me. Its kinda scary . 


| guarantee that if you've seen some of his more recent pictures, you'd feel the same way. l'm looking at one 
right now and | feel like | can't even recognize my uncle anymore! Maybe that sounds kinda nuts, but the guy 


just doesn't look right Honestly, he could kinda pull off being a Halloween character... 


That sounds mean. That's not what | meant. | only said that because his skin looks so white... Really pale. His 
face is so gaunt-looking. Kinda reminds me of Frankenstein.. He looks ghostly. You could practically see his 
freakin’ cheekbones... His body is covered up in layers but even with them, | can tell that he looks kinda... sick 


I'm just confused . 


| know my uncle has his quirks. My dad's told me so many times how weird things run in our family. He didn't 
need to say it for me to observe that myself. I've seen it myself with my own eyes. Uncle James was eating 
so freakin’ strange at the festival. I've never seen him eat like that before. Honestly, I've never 

seen anyone eat like that, but | know my great grandpa used to do weird things around eating too... | never 


witnessed any of it, but | heard so many stories from family get-togethers... 


| wanted DJ to know about that.. So, that's why | brought it up when | talked to him at Rock on the 
Range because | was curious if he ever noticed uncle James acting like that. | don't get to spend much time 
with my uncle because he lives so far away and is always so busy being his badass rockstar self.. So, | don't 


really know what he normally acts like. | thought | would get some answers if | asked someone who is around 


him all the time... 


| didn't end up getting the answer | was looking for.. DJ seemed just as confused as | was. | remember he told 
me that uncle James could be a strange guy sometimes, but | already knew that. | mean, aren't 

we all weird?! He did say that my uncle was doin’ the odd food stuff ever since the tour started, and | can't 
help but wonder.. why? He didn't fully answer my question about whether my uncle always ate that way, 
though... 


If he only started when the tour started, what does that mean? Why would he just start doing oddball things 
out of nowhere? | mean, | can't judge. I'm a weirdo tool My dad's an even bigger weirdo.. He's just a dork, 


but uncle James's food stuff is a whole different level of weird . 
| just don't understand , but | want to. 


And, to be honest... | feel like a lot of times people think I'm stupid because I'm young. But.. Come on! Age isn't 
everything! | still have freakin’ eyes and ears and all that! l'm just as observant as everyone else! | just 


don't know what to make of what I've been seeing... That's all. 


What's making me even more confused is the fact that | don't think anyone has heard from Uncle James in a 
while. | mean, | don't know if my dad has talked to him since the music festival. That's probably not true. He 
probably has, but | just haven't seen or heard him talkin’ to him. Usually when he does, he'll ask if | want to 


talk to him and give me the phone to join the call.. | haven't heard my uncle's voice in months. 


| haven't heard it, and if my dad hasn't heard it, have my grandma and grandpa? They're uncle James's 
parents.. | wonder what they think about all of this? Do they even know how to use Instagram? Have they 
seen any of the pictures of their son? If they have, wouldn't they have called my dad and said something? 
Wouldn't they have called uncle James? 


| wish | knew the answers to all of these questions but | don't. | have no idea if anyone has heard from him, 
but | doubt they have. That's just making me even more skeptical. | know the tour is coming to an end soon 
based on what I've been reading online, so maybe everyone is just super busy and they don't have time to 


make phone calls? 
| don't like the feeling | have in my gut. It's a bad feeling.. A really bad one. 


| think | should talk to my dad.. | haven't brought anything up with him ‘cuz he never mentioned it, but | feel 
like maybe he can help me get some answers..| know my mom and sister don't know anything because they 
weren't able to come to the festival that day.My sis was sick and mom had to stay home with her, but has 


Dad told her? | don't think he has because then mom would have said something to me about it.maybe. Then 


again, | can't be completely sure ‘cause my parents like to hide stuff from me sometimes..As if | won't find it 


out myself. 
But they wouldn't hide something like this from me! This is bad .or at least it seems really bad. 
I'm just so curious about what's going on, but more than anything l'm worried. 


And its pretty obvious that l'm not the only person who is.. 


DAVE'S PON: 
"Hey, dad?" 


My son's voice echoes throughout the living room area of our two story cottage-style home, with a hint of 


curiosity in his tone. "C'mere for a sec." 


A smile immediately spreads across my face as | follow the noise and make my way to where Carson is; sitting 
at the computer armoire in the corner of the den. | creep up behind him and place a fatherly hand on his 


shoulder. 
"What's up, kiddo?" 


Carson gives me an expression of uncertainty which only enhances my own curiosity at what he needs from 
me. Usually, he'll stray away from hanging out with me because he says l'm too dorky and embarrassing . | 
can't help but smirk at the thought... l'm his dad. Of course I'm a dork! That's what dads do! If he can't 
appreciate my goofy jokes and fatherly remarks, then he's missin’ out! My father would do it to me all the 
time..He still does, and l'm in my fifties! 


Kids these days.. 


" Dad--' 


"Sorry, sport. Got distracted for a second, there!" | let out a slightly embarrassed chuckle at Carson's eye 
roll. "Whats up?" 


"Have you heard from Uncle James at all lately?" 


His voice has a hint of skepticism and hesitancy in it, and | can't help but feel the beginning of a pit forming in 
my stomach at his question | do my best to avoid showing it as | perk my head up with a small smile. 


"No... | haven't been able to get a hold of him." My voice trails off while | tilt my head in curiosity. "Why?" 


My son shoots me a nervous smile as | watch his shoulders form into an uneasy shrug. "Well, uh.." He pauses 


for a moment as he begins eyeing the computer screen. "I've just been seein’ some pictures of him and the 


guys..." 


| watch as he types in a web URL and starts scrolling down what looks like his Instagram feed. "He doesn't look 
so good, Dad..." 


Carson's words only shoot my festering worries that I've been doing my best to suppress back up to the 
surface. If l'm being completely honest, my brother has been on my mind constantly ever since my parents, 
Carson, and | paid him a visit at Rock On The Range . The vivid image of James playing around with his food 
like a mad scientist but not touching any of it has been ingrained in my mind.. As much as | wish | could 
pretend the events of that day haven't bothered me, it's impossible. 


I've been worried about him..and now from the looks of it, it seems as though Carson has also. 


Despite the nagging perturbation swimming through my body, | still manage to spill out nonchalant, words of 


interest. 


‘In what way, bud?" | furrow my brows, doing my best to feign confusion. | squeeze Carson's shoulder and 
lean my head in towards the computer screen, feeling nothing but pure dread. Something is telling me to 
brace myself for the worst..That what Carson is about to show me will only confirm my suspicions.. That my 


brother is not doing well. 


| know him.James isn't the most open guy, and that always concerned me from when he was young. As his 
older brother, | always wanted to look out for him and be a good role model.t was difficult when he moved 
out to Los Angeles in his late teens, not because | didn't believe in what he wanted to do in his life, but 
because our bond was so strong. Growing up, we were together all the time..When he moved out, | worried 
that he would feel alone without me or our parents guiding him.. It's something that | still think about to this 
day. Does he feel alone? Has he felt lost in his life being so detached from the people who love and care 
about him? | know he hasn't forgotten about us, despite it appearing like that based on the rarity of him 


contacting us..| also realize his mental health may very well be playing a role in that. 


James struggles with bipolar disorder, and that's something that our parents don't understand very well, due 
to the lack of education on it back in the day. Their generations aren't as well-equipped to handle the 
information regarding mental illness like the newer ones are today. Back when James was beginning to have 
symptoms, it flew under the radar.No one knew what bipolar disorder was. They knew depression , but there 
wasn't enough research done for the more complex mood disorders, and this led him to be misdiagnosed, and in 


return not treated properly for what he was dealing with. 


| hadn't found any of this out until way later on, years later.Just knowing that my brother was going through 
such a dark time alone hurt.l+ worried me to know that | couldn't do much to help when | was miles away on 


the other side of the country. Years later, | still worry. | worry a fof, and for these past few months I've 


been worrying more than usual. because | know.. | know what goes on in my brother's head when he's not doing 
well. He's told me..and | wish | could push away the fear that's been eating at me ever since..that he's going 


through one of his /ow periods. 
"| don't know man." 


l'm suddenly snapped out of my thoughts by Carson giving me a nudge. When | pop my head at him, l'm met 
with frantic looking eyes full of confusion mixed with uneasiness as he points to the computer screen with 


hesitancy. 
"You tell me..." 


The very moment that | glance at the photo on the screen, my whole body internally freezes up. Sometimes 


bracing yourself for something just isn't enough..and in this case, | don't think anything would have been enough. 


The picture is an on-stage shot, with the bright stage lights illuminating over my brother's body. James is in 
one of his signature rockstar poses; the one where he spreads both arms out wide and arches his back into a 
slight backbend. DJ and Nikki are on opposite sides of him, jamming out to whatever song was playing at the 
time.. 


However, all of that is completely overridden by the fact that | can barely recognize my brother..He got 
so.. Thin 


James's skin coloring looks off. He looks pale, and when | say that | mean deathly pale.. His chest bones are 
clearly visible from under the webbed black top he's wearing, and although his arms aren't exposed because of 
his white leather jacket, | don't need to see. can only imagine what they must look like. His face is drawn and 
gaunt; translucent. His cheeks are hollow and | can clearly make out the dark circles under his sunken eyes. 


His usual shiny blonde locks appear choppy and dull; broken and thinned out. 


My stomach is twisting and turning into knots..The longer that | focus my eyes on the image, the stronger the 


gnawing in my abdomen gets.. 


I'd love to tell myself that part of the horrid appearance could be from the bright lighting, but | highly doubt 


it. wish it was all an illusion, but I'm smart enough to know that exactly what l'm seeing is real. 
He looks terrible . 


James has always been a thin guy, but this is just scary. This isn't even on the lower end of normal , 
anymore..He looks sick. I've never seen him look like this before.Sure, sometimes he's had periods where he's 


neglected himself due to his mental state, but nowhere to this extent. 


When | saw him months ago at Rock On The Range , | noticed he had lost some weight, and | questioned him 
about it.He denied it and blamed it on the rigors of his tour schedule..He said he was "getting in shape for 


touring" but | noticed..and | wasn't sure if | believed him or not. The weight loss was noticeable whether he 


believed it was or not.Carson even mentioned it to me a day or so after the festival. 
| didnt want to doubt my brother when he told me his reasons, but something seemed fishy about it. | let it 
go and didn't push him further because | didn't want to be a pest, but maybe | should have. Now I'm telling 


myself | shouldn't have ended it there, because weight loss at this extent cant be blamed on friggin’ touring! 


James has toured before and if the weight loss was fruly only from getting in shape, it wouldn't be this 
drastic. 


Seeing this picture just confirms that. 


Through my perturbation and sour stomach, | gaze at my son, who is giving me a nervous expression. | take a 


breath. 


"Buddy." | force myself to sound calm and collected even though inside l'm feeling nothing but. "I'm just 


curious, when was this picture taken?" 


The truth is that | haven't really seen any new photos of James since the day | saw him.and | can only 
assume that this one must be recent.lt has to be. His appearance has drastically declined. 


"Uhhh..." Carson narrows his eyes and scrolls down to the date at the bottom of the Instagram post. "It says 
it was put up on September 20th..." 


September?! 


My son's words make my heart skip a beat.. Rock On The Range was back in May..lt's November now.|f this 
picture was taken Avo months ago and he looks this bad..How much worse does my brother look right now?! 


I'm not sure if | want to know, but | feel like | need to. 

‘lm kinda worried about him, Dad..". Carson shoots me a deer in headlights expression that only makes my 
heart rate increase. "He doesn't look so good and remember the way he was eating at the music festival?” 
His eyes widen even more. "I know you saw because you totally called him out on it and then there was a big 
blow up about it--" 


"Yes, | remember Carson..." 


| wish | didn't remember... | don't want to, but how can | possibly forget? Carson just has to smack me in the 
face with it.Nevertheless, | remain nonchalant, even though my whole body feels completely stiff. 


| dd confront him about it and he said everything was fine..And then Grandpa told me to stop babying him" | 


immediately roll my eyes in an attempt to ease the tension and worry that | know we're both feeling. 


However, | know its not doing anything..lt's completely short-lived once | eye the picture of James again. 
"Maybe he needed you to baby him..." 


| can vaguely hear Carson whisper something under his breath, but his voice sounds muffled. | furrow my 


brows and nudge him playfully. 
"Say that again, champ. | couldn't hear you-" 


"Never mind." He immediately shakes his head with urgency, but I'm not letting him get away with that. know 


he's hiding something from me.. 
"No, no" | urge him to open up to me, my own curiosity coming out. "What is it?" 


There is a moment of silence as | stare into my son's big, uneasy eyes. He finally starts speaking again, but | 


hear the hesitancy in his voice. 


"| said maybe he needed you to baby him.." He looks down for a second but then proceeds to gaze at the photo 


of James again, scrolling down to the comments. "Something's not right with him, Dad." 


He shakes his head frantically, with hesitancy and worry evident in his voice. "I don't know what but | think 


something's going on.." 


There is.No shit, Carson! Of course there's something going on and | dont know what it is either and do | want to 
know? | do but Im scared as shit to find out. This is my brother we're talking about! 


" Come on, you gotta be thinking the same thing--" 

| wish | wasn't thinking the same thing, but how can | deny that something serious is going on? Its 
strikingly obvious , and even though | don't have answers, | know. know that if no action is taken, things will 
inevitably get worse... 

Something is very wrong. 


"Dad?" 


| turn my head to Carson who looks like a lost puppy. | can only let out a small sigh as | reach my hand over 


to ruffle his hair. 


"You're definitely right, son... | almost feel disconnected from my own words as | speak, while my stomach 


drops intensely. "I think your uncle is going through something.. Something very difficult..." 


"Do grandma and grandpa know anything?" Carson furrows his brows at me with urgency. "Have they seen 
any of the pictures?" 


| shrug my shoulders. "I don't think so, but | think I'm gonna give them a call.|f they knew something | think 
they would have told me..." 


| already know that they probably don't have any information, but | need to call them to tell them what | 
know..and what Carson just showed me..They definitely haven't seen the pictures, but they need to, and 

| need to get answers, somehow. 

"Have they talked to him since we saw him?" 

Carson's curious eyes send a chill up my spine. | shrug my shoulders again. 

"| don't know..Uncle James is tough to reach sometimes...” 

| take one last glance at the picture on the computer screen, close my eyes, bite my lip, and sigh. 


"tm gonna call.'ll be right back, pal." 


The last sensation | feel in my body before | leave the living room is an ominous sense of doom . 


Once | make my way into the kitchen, | take a moment to try to compose myself. 


| don't know how I'm supposed to approach this subject with my parents.How am | supposed to nonchalantly let 
them know that my brother, their son looks like he's a dying starvation victim? 


Maybe that sounds dramatic, but that's all | can think of after seeing that picture that Carson brought to my 
attention. | hate upsetting my parents, but | know that if they were the ones to discover what | did, they 
would be the first to tell me..| need to do this. 


| know that they are both just as worried as | am..They expressed their concerns after the festival, but 
during my conversations with them we've strayed away from the topic ever since. However, | know 


them..They've probably been thinking about James a whole lot.but still. 


This isn't something that's easy to bring up.. especially considering its regarding a decline lts different if | was 
sharing some good news about James looking better. This is just the goddamn opposite . 


With a slight tremble in my hand, | pull my cell phone out of the pocket of my jeans, fighting the strong 
reluctance that's threatening to hold me back. | take a deep breath, search my contacts, and dial my parents’ 


landline. 


l'm immediately met with a dial tone ringing on the other line. With every ring, | feel the pit in my stomach 


growing more..[he anticipation of this dreaded conversation is starting to eat at me... 


After about three rings, a muffled shuffling is heard through the line. Before | know it, my mother's voice 
vibrates off of my phone speakers. 


[Hello?] 

"Hey mom" 

[Dave, how are you, sweetheart? o] 

The chipper tone of mom's voice only enhances the queasiness in my stomach. | hate that l'm about to break 
some tough news to her and ruin the mood. force a smile, thankful that this isn't a video call where anyone 
could see me. 

"Good, good" | scrunch my face up with dread, but the longer that | wait to bring up the reason why l'm 
calling in the first place, the harder it'll be to initiate it. Better to just cut to the chase before | make 
excuses not to, right? 

"l, Uh." My top teeth begin to dig into my lower lip out of nervousness. "I have a question." 


[Ask away, honey. J 


"Have you.." | do everything in my power to keep my cool and suppress the urge to let my voice shake. 


Instead, | force myself to sound genuinely curious. "Have you heard from James lately?" 


| already know the answer I'm about to be hit with, but that doesn't stop my stomach from dropping in 
anticipation. 


[God, no. Every time me or your father have tried to reach him we can never get a hold of him. It always goes 
to voicemail.We keep leaving messages hoping that one day he'll give us a call..] 


| could hear a hint of sadness in my mother's voice, which is understandable..But it's the exact answer | was 


expecting. | close my eyes for a moment and let out an uneasy, nervous chuckle. 
“That's, uh..That's what | thought." 
[Why? Is there something wrong?] 


My eyes snap back open, as my grip on my phone tightens. | bite my lip again 


"Uh, well..". | stop to take a moment's pause, mentally bracing myself. "Carson showed me some pictures of 
James." | squeeze my eyes shut as the details of the image flash through my mind. "He doesn't look good.. at 
all " 


My statement is followed by a long moment of silence. | can feel my heart pulsating through my temples and 


I'm beginning to feel flushed. | cant even imagine what my mom is thinking right now. 
A soft shuffle breaks the silence on the other end of the line, followed by what sounds like an uneasy exhale. 
[What do you mean? Worse than the last tme we saw hm at the music festival?] 


Mom's voice is small and hesitant, concerned „Every one of her words are full with maternal 


tenderness..protection mixed with apprehension. 

Fighting every ounce of resistance within me, | nod my head and speak quietly. 

"Way worse..A lot worse, Ma" My voice is shaking, but at this point | find it useless to try to hide that. "He 
looks sick .." | run a hand through my hair as my own anxiety gnaws at me. "He doesn't look like he's been 
eating..He's lost a tremendous amount of weight-" 

[Dave, sweetie. Im getting your father. Stay on the inel] 

The sound of the phone being abandoned cuts through my frantic words. | can vaguely hear my mom calling 
my dad over, and | take advantage of this second to try to regain my composure. However, it doesn't take 
long before my mother's voice gets closer to the phone. 


[Honey!! Honey, come here. Dave is on the phonel] 


| take a quick breath in before | paste on a nervous smile, as | hear more shuffling in the 
background.Footsteps. 


[Dave is on the line, hon--] 

"Hey, Dad" 

[Dave, what's shakin’?] 

In any other situation, my father's goofy greeting would make me shake my head and roll my eyes, but today 
is different. I+ sucks that my own uneasiness is overriding the carefree humor that we share so often. | can 


only let out a dreadful sigh. 


"Ah, Dad.." | shake my head and rub my hand over my face. "It's James, Dad. l'm really worried about him. 


So is Carson..." 


[That's the big news you got?]| can only imagine my father smirking and shaking his head in a sarcastic manner 
right now. [Me and your mother have been worried about him since we saw him, Dave..You know that, but | 


thought we weren't talking about it without Jimmy involved in the conversation-] 


"Yeah, as if it's that easy to reach him.." | laugh nervously, trying to ease the tension but its not doing a 
thing. My mother soon cuts in 


[Dave says that Carson found recent photos of Jmmy and he doesn't look like he's been eating..] 


| quickly nod my head in agreement, even though the only person who knows what I'm doing is myself. | can 
feel all of my emotions bubbling back to the surface. 


"He's definitely not eating, Dad. He looks really bad.. Really bad-" 


My throat is tightening from my own words, but what's eating at me even more is the silence that | get from 


the other line. 

All| hear is a sharp ‘shit coming from my dad. 

[I knew we shouldn't have tried to ignore this..] 

His voice is low and there is a hint of intense frustration.. Doom . 


[We left that festival wondering why Ummy was acting so strange, but then we hadn't spoken of it again.. Well 
you know what? This is why we should have-] 


| immediately start shaking my head with sudden urgency, feeling nothing but desperation. 


"Dad, | was worried too but | didn't bring it up either! | hadn't even seen any recent pictures of him until 


today, and that's what sparked this-" 
My sentence is cut off by a sharp frustrated, yet pained groan from my dad. 


[I wish | knew why | can't get a hold of him. | know he's busy but we're here worried sick about him and now there 
are photos popping up of him looking lke he's rotting in his own body-—] 


[Honey, slow down. | know youre frustrated--] 
[How can | calm down when our son is starving himself to deathl?] 


[Del, we dont know if thats what's going on, yet! We dont know anything yet, so lets just try to breathe--] 


Just hearing the back and forth between my parents is enough to trigger the beginning of a lump forming in 
my throat. | don't get emotional like this often, but in situations like this, it happens. | hardly ever hear my 
dad get frustrated to this extent.He rarely gets high-strung like this, and now | feel terrible for bringing this 
whole topic up, but it's important. | needed to.. know | did. 


| can't even make out the words on the other end of the call clearly anymore, and it's probably because l'm 
way too focused on my own worry again.| don't have any answers and | can't do anything about James if | 
don't have answers. This is a tough situation right now, and we're all in the midst of it.. Helpless 


"Ma.Dad.I..| don't know what's going on. I'm not jumping to conclusions just yet but something's wrong." | don't 
know how I'm even managing to speak through my own emotions right now, but somehow my voice is steady 
enough to come off sounding grounded. "Something's up but | can't get a hold of James to ask him. That's 
why | wanted to ask you if you knew anything or heard from him.but now | know you're just in the same boat 


as | am.." | chuckle nervously, as sarcasm seeps through my words. " Figures ." 


[Weill keep trying, sweetie..But if we cant reach him after a few more tries, | think | know someone who might be 
able to help us..] 


You Can't Go On Thinking Nothing's Wrong (Part Two) 


Author's Notes: 

This week has been absolute insanity for me, and | haven't been able to get any writing done.| do have plans 
for a few more of these drop-in chapters (and a Christmas drop-in sometime in December), but between 
those, | have my group fitness instructor certification exam.. (EEEP!) | just want to thank you guys for 
continuing to be patient with my slow updates.| promise that soon, hopefully, | will have a little more time on 
my hands. Anyway.Once | get these future drop-ins written, | will be committing to "You Have Come To The 
Right Place"..so don't worry peeps. It will all come together in time.. These just need to be written first. 


BUT.as promised, here is the second half of the installment | posted last week..It begins two days after last 
week's left off. 


*** TIMELINE: takes place during chapters 34 € 35 of "Relief" (titled "Suffocate" € "Maybe It's Time) *** 


PS: What do you guys think of the new Sixx:AM songs?! 


[H Jmmy.. Its Mom. don't know if youve been getting my messages, but | just want to check in and see how 
you're doing./ts because | care about you and love you so very much.Me and your father are worried about 


you..Please give us a call if you can.We just want to make sure youre okay...Okay.! love you, sweetheart..Bye] 


[James.Just calling to see how youre doing.it's been a while since we've spoken last and | hope youre okay.. Take 
care of yourself..Love you] 


[H..Jimmy...James, honey, please call me../ need you fo let us know that youre okay..Me and your father think 
about you every day and we miss you..Call us..We love you] 


[Sweetheart we're all very concerned about you and need you to give us some information if you can..This is 
because we're your family and we cant stand the thought of something happening fo you that we could have 
prevented..Please call us..Call someone..We're thinking about you..We love you, but you're beginning to worry 
us..James, please.. Talk to someone..Anyone../f something is going on, let someone know so they can help you.. dont 
know what youre going through, but | need you to take care of yourself. need you with me and your father, and 
Dave..We all need you here../m sending all of my love..Please call me..l love you] 


November 8th 20% 


Los Angeles, California 


NIKKI'S PONV: 
Buzz..Buzz...Buzz.. 


The sound of James's cell phone vibrating reverberates throughout the small kitchen area of my hotel room. 


| feel like for the past few days, that's all I've heard when I've been here. Vibrating. 


James left his phone in his hotel room the night of the episode..When | ran in there after hearing DJ's piercing 
screams, | was running on pure adrenaline so snatching his cell phone was at the bottom of my list of 


priorities.but the other night | decided to get it out of there, and I've been holding onto it.. 


| want to bring it to James when | visit, but he's still not himself.He's exhausted, drained, and physically 
fatigued. For someone who typically hardly ever sleeps, he's been out cold for a good part of my visits, 
although he's been woken up constantly from his heart monitor beeping because his pulse is dangerously 
low..The nurses don't want it dropping into that danger zone while he sleeps, but it happens..almost every time, 
and it's frightening to see it, but it only makes sense at this point.. 


| want to wait until James seems more alert to bring him his phone.| don't want to put any more unwanted 
stress on him right now. Just yesterday, the poor guy had to be medicated because he was trying to rip his 
IV out in the midst of a panic attack triggered by trying to eat egg whites, and | was the one to give 
permission for that.. Of course / was .and let me tell you how much | hated saying yes to the nurse who asked 


me. But | didn’t think there was any other rational choice. 
Karma's a real bitch 


| can just imagine Mick telling me this is what | get for putting him and the rest of Motley through hell all 


those years ago.| guess part of me can't even disagree. 
| did them dirty.Now I'm forced to do the dirty work. Funny how life bites you in the ass. 


God damn.. I'm so worried about James but | know he's in good hands with the hospital staff. However, every 


time | hear his cell phone buzz | feel my heart sink. 


When | got his phone the other night, the home screen showed that he had five or so missed calls from his 
parents, and a few voicemails.. [hey tried to call him the night of the episode and | hate to think, but 

know very well that they've been trying to get a hold of him this whole time..James had other priorities that 
came first; addiction. When that's at the forefront, that's all that matters. Contacting loved ones and 
answering calls to them is not what he was using his free time for, and | know it.and you know what? It feels 


like a stab in the chest just thinking about how worried his parents must be right now. 


| haven't answered any of the calls because that would be invading James's privacy, and | would hate it if 


someone did that to me. Just the thought of chipping away at another person's personal business makes me 


uncomfortable.. James is such a private person already, and | know he wouldn't want me to go through his 


phone or listen to his voicemails without him knowing. can't do that. 


That's why | keep on letting his phone buzz, as | let the impending doom and perturbation swim through my 
whole body. 


l'm still not finished making calls to venues, and | wish | could snap my fingers and make all of this go away..l'm 
trying to take things one day at a time but all of this feels so urgent. Everything about this fuckin’ situation 
is critical and my god , the longer it goes on the more it chips away at me. 

| know its affecting DJ too, and that's another thing I'm trying to handle. I'm doing my best to reassure him 
that James is being taken care of in the hospital, but that can only do so much.| hope what l'm doing is 
helping..even if it's just a little bit. 

Buzz..Buzz..Buzz.. 

| immediately let out a frustrated, pained groan at the never ending vibrating. I've stopped counting how many 
times James's phone has gone off in the time I've been standing here. My head is in my hands, as | attempt 


to take a deep, calming breath, but none of my own meditative techniques seem like they're doing anything at 


the moment. 

ust let it go.Let it ring..Breathe.. 

| suddenly clench my fists as a surge of powerlessness shoots through my body. Tears of frustration are 
welling in my eyes as | think about how James's parents would feel if they knew that their son was in the 


damn hospital, almost dead . 


| shake my head vigorously trying to get the tears away, but how can |? He's their son, and he's my 


friend..And if there was a way for me to rewind time and erase this situation from existence, | would. 


My god, | wish | could . 


Powell, Ohio 
DAVES PON. 
"Hey, babe..Can | talk to you for a minute?" 


| attempt to catch my wife's attention, as | trail behind her in our kitchen Ever since Carson brought the 
disturbing pictures of James to my attention, I've felt sick to my stomach with worry.| haven't brought 


anything up with Kim as of yet, but | know | need to. As much as | want to avoid thinking about it or talking 
about it, it's pretty damn important. 


"What's up?" 

Kim smiles one of her signature bright smiles as her eyes glisten with radiance. Not too long ago, she and our 
younger daughter, London, came back home after having a girls day.| hate knowing that l'm about to ruin the 
positive vibe that's written all over her face.Nevertheless, | smile, as | prepare myself for another rough 
conversation. 


"Letts go to another room... 


| put a hand on her shoulder and begin leading the both of us down the hall and up the stairs to our bedroom, 
but I'm quickly held back by Kim's suspicion 


"Why? What's going on?" Her brows are furrowed and | sense her confusion, but | can't tell her now. This 
talk needs to happen privately. "Dave--" 


"| would just rather be alone, thats all." | turn to face her, and smile, fighting back every ounce of worry 


inside of me. 

Once the two of us reach our bedroom, | lock the door behind us and take a brief moment to compose 
myself. Through my peripheral vision, | can make out Kim's skeptical expression. | slowly turn around to face 
her, allowing myself to look her straight in the eyes. 

"Dave." Kim shoots me a piercing stare as the urgency seeps through her words. " What is going on?" 

I'm conflicted on how l'm supposed to go about starting this explanation.My hands are wringing together in 
antsiness, as | attempt to will my brain into forming complete sentences. |, however, realize its not gonna be 
as easy as | hoped. 

" Dave--" 

"Okay..Honestly.. don't know--" 

The words blurt out abruptly and | suddenly feel ridden with embarrassment; humiliation mixed with anxiety. 
"What do you mean you dont know ?" Kim narrows her eyes, but her stare is burning a hole into my soul. As 
much as we men like to think we're superior to women at times, | will say one thing. Dont ever underestimate 


my wife. She will kil with her eyes. "I can tell something's bothering you and you just brought me here to 
talk. You really think I'm going to believe you when you say you dont know what's going on--" 


"Kim, listen" | immediately clap my hands together and let out a sigh, feeling nothing but pure doom . 
"Remember when | brought Carson with me to visit James for that music festival?" | raise an eyebrow. 


" Rock on the Range?" 


| receive a slow head nod from my wife, but the skepticism is still prominent in her eyes. "Mhm..The day that 
London was sick with the stomach bug so | stayed here with her." 


"Yes. that one." 
Kim's suspicious stare now holds more curiosity than suspicion. "What about it?" 
Okay. This is it. 


A pit begins to form in my stomach as | start speaking, while every ounce of my being wishes | could forget 


about all of this. 


"Okay... | hadn't told you or London because | didn't think it was such a big deal at the time, but." | shake my 
head as the unfortunate situation hits me again, leaving me with a tiny throat closing sensation "James wasn't 


acting like himself when | saw him, and I've been thinking about him since..." 


The vivid memories of watching my brother dismantle his vegan sushi and refuse to eat any of it start 
flashing through my mind. My body is internally tensing, but I'm trying my hardest to not make it 


noticeable. 
There is a short period of silence between my wife and | until Kim raises an eyebrow. 


"Well, is he okay?" Genuine concern seeps through her words which only sends uneasy tingles through my 


body. "I know it's difficult to get in touch with him--" 


| immediately let out a nervous laugh dripping in sarcasm as | abruptly throw both my hands in the air, 
exasperated. "Wow, isn't that news to mel" | roll my eyes as the pain and frustration shoot through my 


body, triggering an anxiety-ridden head shake. "No, he's not okay!" 


"Well, what's wrong?" There is a strong sense of urgency in Kim's voice and now she has a comforting hand on 
g g gency g 


my shoulder. "You gotta help me out a little here. You're being so vague--" 
"| don't know! | don't know what's wrong, but something's wrong!" 


Forget about containing myself, because it sure as hell ain't happenin’ now! Every emotion that I've been 
trying to push down since the damn music festival is pouring out of me and it's almost pointless to keep trying 
to shove them down. Carson knows..My parents know.Now Kim is about to know..But | don't know! | don't have 


any goddamn answers yet! 


"How do you know something's wrong, hon?" 


Kim's sincere eyes would normally calm me in an intense situation, and | know she's trying her best to lower 
the energy in the room by keeping her voice clear and steady, but it's only doing so much right now. "Did he 
tell you anything?" 


| shake my head, feeling my hands tremble at my sides. | hold them both behind my back as | compose 
myself enough to speak in a slower, softer voice. "Carson showed me a picture the other day.." | close my 
eyes for a moment. "My brother looks horrible." | reopen them to meet my wife's gaze, as a gnawing knot 


churns in my stomach. "He looks terrible, Kim." 


Kim begins rubbing small circles into one of my shoulders as she takes a slow breath in. "When you 


say ternble, what kind of fernble are you referring to?" 


Kim..." | make an effort to keep my voice hushed as | envision the horrid details of the pictures I've seen. "He 


doesn't look like he's been eating..at all” 


As much as Kim appears calm and collected, | know its just as much of an act as what I've been trying to put 
on this whole time. She's my wife.| know her. She's a nervous wreck right now. The way she's maneuvering 


her hands around in contorted twists just says it all. My heart feels like it's about to start crumbling. 


"Okay." She moves her gaze around the room, as if she's trying to make sense of what I've told her. "So you 


think he might be.. Struggling With something..." 
"| don't think. | know..." | bite my lip out of nervousness. "He's definitely struggling with something... bad ." 


| quickly grab my cell phone from my sweatshirt pocket, contemplating whether or not | should show my wife 
exactly what I'm referring to..There's no part of me that wants to look at the picture again, but if showing 
her has some potential for answers, then I'll do it.My muscles stiffen as | slowly open up my gmail account 
and search for the email | sent to my parents with the image attached..Ihe moment that | find it, | hold my 


breath, pull it up, and turn the screen towards Kim. 
All | hear come out of her mouth is a loud, painful gasp. 


‘Oh my god!" Kim's eyes are bulging out of her face as she slaps a hand on her chest in shock. "Dave, he 
looks like hell!" She immediately darts her eyes back up at me; lips twisted in an agonizing grimace. 


"Carson just showed you this the other day?" 


Her palpable distress sends the beginning of a lump into my throat and | fight the urge to turn away, as | 
slowly slide my cell phone back in my pocket. "Yeah.£arlier in the week.." | run both of my hands over my 


face in anguish while my wife continues asking me questions. 


"Do your parents know?" She sounds so shocked, and | can't blame her. wish this wasn't real. "When you said 
he looked bad, | wasn't expecting it to be this bad..This is serious --" 


"| called them the other day.." | sigh, trying to calm the tremble in my voice. "Dad freaked out.Mom was 
calmer, but they're both worried as shit now.." | let out a groan of frustration, feeling nothing but guilt for 
delivering unneeded stress to my parents. "I didn't want to freak them both out but how could | have ignored 


this?" 


Kim shakes her head and rubs my back soothingly. "You did the right thing.. Have they been in touch with him 


at all?" 


| turn my gaze towards the floor and sigh in disappointment. "No..And | wasn't expecting them to have been." 
A light, nerve-filled chuckle slips out of my mouth. "It's near impossible to reach him..Trust me, we've all 


tried." 


"Well, someone needs to get a hold of him!" Kim's urgency sends my heart rate up and now l'm looking at her 
again. She leans in close to me with wide, serious eyes. "This is scary and it can be a way bigger issue than 
we might think.Something this big can't go unnoticed without intervention, Dave." 


"I know.. and that's why | wanted to tell you." My voice trails off as | sigh, again, feeling nothing but a 
gnawing tension in my body. "I didn't think it was that big of a deal months ago..But now.My god , | kept 


putting the topic on the backburner whenever | spoke to my parents! None of us mentioned it.But damn!" | 
squeeze my eyes shut out of regretful frustration "Dad is right! We shouldn't have ignored it--" 


"Well, if you didn't know anything was wrong, there wasn't a reason to bring it up..You didn't have any 


information--" 

| immediately shoot out a rebuttal at my wife's remark, while frantically shaking my head. 

"| noticed things, Kim.He was acting strange that day.He was acting so fuckin’ strange ." | throw my arms in 
the air as | recall the weird behaviors that | witnessed. "He looked exhausted.He was super jittery..He wouldn't 
touch his food." | shake my head as | continue ranting. "No, he was playing with it but he didn't eat it.He kept 
coming up with excuses for why he wasn't eating it but | didn't believe him at all--" 


"Dave..." 


My words are abruptly cut short by Kim's voice. When | snap my head around at her, I'm met with 


narrowed, yet knowing eyes. 
"You know what all of those signs point to, don't you?" 


The hesitancy in her voice makes my stomach drop with intensity, but what worsens my anxiety is the look 
of paralyzing trepidation painted all over her features. 


There is a short moment of silence before | blurt out a response. 


"Uh. don't know...A manic episode or something?!" | don't mean to sound so irritable and exasperated but | feel 
frantic right now! | shake my head and begin pacing around my bedroom with my head in my hands. "God, 


who knows, Kim!" 


"No, Hon." I'm stopped in my tracks by my wife's slow, steady, yet firm voice. Her eyes are full of only one 


thing, discernment. “Those are signs of an eating disorder, babe--" 
" No." 


| don't even think twice before | start shaking my head in adamancy. Kim, however, hasn't moved her piercing 


gaze off of me. 


"What do you mean, no?" She crosses her arms and raises both eyebrows in disbelief. "Dave.." | hear her let 


out a soft sigh as her voice lowers with a hint of empathy. "No one wants to hear it, but its just the truth- 


"No, Kim!" | argue in frustration and resistance, not wanting to believe what | just heard. It's not possible! 
"Not James!" | shake my head frantically, feeling tears of vexation well in my eyes. | feel like | could laugh and 


cry at the same time right now. "It can't be that! Men don't have those--" 


"Yes, men absolutely do!" | jump at Kim's sharp, exasperated screeches. "That's a big myth, Dave. Anyone can 
develop an eating disorder.. Gender isn't a playing factor in that--" 


"And how would YOU know that?!" My eyes widen and | feel my temples pulsating with irritation. "How 
many men do you know with eating disorders, Kim?" | start pacing again with my arms thrown recklessly in the 


air. "How many?!" 
My intense burst of vexation is put to an abrupt halt by loud knocking on our bedroom door. My wife and | 
immediately stop in our tracks, and | shoot her a quick look of frantic shock, as we both paste on demeanors 


of forced calmness. 


My heart skips a beat as Kim opens the door just to see Carson and London standing right in front of the 


opening; both of their faces are covered in nerve-ridden confusion. 
"What's with all the yelling? Are you guys okay?" 


Carson raises an eyebrow as he eyes both Kim and | with suspicion. London stays silent, while running a hand 
through her blonde hair, with an innocent look on her face. 


Kim smiles with endearment, and shakes her head. "We're fine, hon" | know how much she's forcing this 
facade and god only knows if our kids see through it or not. "We just needed to talk a little privately, that's 


all..." 


London's blue eyes widen and now she's eyeing both of us. She finally locks her gaze on me, as | feel my 


stomach churning. "Dad? What's going on?" 

| immediately shrug off her concern and paste on a casual smile, letting out a light laugh. 

"Everything's fine, kiddos.Me and mom just needed a moment alone but now that we're all here why don't we 
have some quality family time, eh??" | feign enthusiasm, in an attempt to deflect from the awkward tension in 


the room. "Pizza and video games?" 


Both of my kids look like they're not buying anything that me or Kim have said.Carson in particular, and | 


know..He knows what | know, but London doesn't. | haven't said anything to her. 
"Its about Uncle James, isn't it?" 


Carson's brows are furrowed in speculation, yet he knows exactly what's going on | watch as my daughter 


scrunches her face up in confusion. 
"Wait, what about Uncle James?" 


The pit in my stomach grows at the innocence in London's demeanor.. There's a reason why | haven't said 


anything to her, but now I'm at a complete loss. All I feel is confliction 
Through the silence, | take a deep breath in, exchange glances with Kim, and finally succumb. 


"Come in." | summon both Carson and London into the bedroom, feeling nothing but uncomfortable anticipation. 


Nevertheless, | pat the king-sized bed. "C'mere..Sit down" 


Carson hops up on the mattress immediately, but London seems hesitant. | sigh softly as Kim lures her to 


take a seat next to her brother. That, however, isn't enough to ease London's suspicion. 


"Dad..What's going on?" She stares at me with her big blue eyes, and | feel like crumbling to the ground. She 


crosses her arms. "You and mom are acting weird." 


Kim shoots London a maternal smile full of sweetness and begins running her hand through her braided blonde 


hair. "Me and Daddy are fine." 


"Okay, then what's wrong??" London continues pushing the subject relentlessly and | know there's no way that 
we'll get away with maneuvering around this. "Why did Carson bring up Uncle James?" 


Kim takes a soft breath, smiles, and lets go of London while shooting me a conflicting expression. From my 
peripheral vision, | see Carson eyeing me with uneasiness, but he's not saying anything. | close my eyes for a 
second as | debate whether or not opening up this can of worms to our twelve year old daughter is the wisest 


decision. 


Through what feels like an agonizing silence, | finally settle on an answer.| glance at Kim and she gives me a 
subtle head nod, signifying that she's on board to go forward with this. | breathe in, turn to face my kids 


again and clasp my hands together. 


‘Okay... Well, you see.." As | begin speaking, | realize | sound uneasy and | almost want to smack myself because 


if anything, that'll rile London up more. Shit? How am | supposed to go about this?! 


| look at my daughter with warm eyes and lean in a little closer to her, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. 


"Babygirl, you remember when me and Carson went to visit your uncle a few months ago?" 


"Yeah.." London answers quietly, but suddenly has a burst of exasperation. "I couldn't go ‘cause | was sick." 


She rolls her eyes and pouts, crossing her arms. "Stop reminding me-" 


"My god London!" Carson sneers impatiently while shooting his sister an annoyed glare. "Why are you always 
so dramatic?" 


"Shut up! | wanted to go, okay?!" She lets out a whiny huff, and turns her gaze towards Kim. "I still don't 
think it was fair but whatever!" 


"Honey" My wife shakes her head. "You were throwing up all morning. There was no way we could have let 


you go.." She raises an eyebrow. "You even said it yourself that day." 
"Ugh!" London scrunches her face in disgust, but finally stops fighting. " Fine.. " She turns to face me again, 
staring me right in the eyes. "Okay, but what about Uncle James, though? | feel like you guys are trying to 


hide something from mel" 


"We're not hiding anything from you.." | shake my head and try my best to stay calm and collected as | speak. 
"We're gonna tell you what's going on, which is why we brought you in here, okay?" 


London nods her head, but immediately pushes for information again. "Okay, so what's going on then??" 
There is an uneasy moment of silence, as me and my wife exchange glances once more, along with Carson who 
is shooting me an awkward nervous expression. After a few more seconds, | take a slow breath in, let out a 


smooth exhale, and face my daughter. 


"We don't know exactly what's going on, but we think your uncle might be having a hard time right now." 


London immediately furrows her brows, and | know without saying that she's about to ask more questions. 
"Uhh..Like.." She tilts her head and | sense impatience from her. "What do you mean?" 


"Sweetie." Kim gently strokes her cheek with a raised brow. "You haven't seen the pictures?" 
"What pictures?" 


London's stare of curiosity is burning a hole in my soul, and | can vaguely hear Carson mumbling under his 


breath. 
"The Instagram pics... 


"Wait.." London snaps her head around at her brother and shoots him a glare. "What do you know that 
| dont?!" 


Carson raises his hands up in defense. "I don't know anything! None of us know anything-" 


"You're so lying to me, dimwat!" My daughter screeches in irritation and lets out a whiny huff. "Why doesn't 
anyone ever tell me anything?!" 


"Because there's nothing to say besides that Uncle James looks like a skeleton right now!" 
The moment that Carson blurts that out, the room goes dead silent. | can feel my eyes widening and within a 
second, me and Kim are staring at each other. Her eyes are just as wide and | already know she's just as 


shocked as | am right now. 


When | turn back to face my daughter, I'm met with her blue eyes blown up to the size of saucers, but 
they're glistening. 


Shit..Baby, please dor't..Don't cry.. 


"W..What?" 


Her voice is small and there's a tremble to it. My heart is sinking.! honestly feel like such a sucky parent. | 
wish | was able to handle this better. 


"Sweetie, come here." Kim opens her arms out for London and starts rubbing her back "I's okay..." 


| watch in silence as my daughter pops her head up to look at my wife, with nothing but pure desperation in 
her eyes. "Why won't you tell me what's going on?" 


Kim shakes her head and lets out a melancholy sigh. "It's because we don't know for sure..Your uncle doesn't 


look like he's taking very good care of himself right now.." The pain of the situation continues to eat at me as | 


listen to my wife attempting an explanation in a kid-friendly way. "Carson showed Daddy some pictures 


because they scared him and he wanted to know what was wron-" 


She doesn't get to finish because London immediately snaps her head around at Carson.. again. | already feel 


the doom. 

"You never tell me anything |" 

"I thought you followed Uncle James on Instagram!" 

"Guys!" | finally find my voice and shake my head, feeling nothing but mental exhaustion filling my body. "Come 
on, enough with the arguing already." | lean in close to both kids and put my hands on their shoulders, quickly 
summoning Kim to join the close knitted circle. "We don't have answers yet.! called Grandma and Grandpa to 
let them know what | saw..We just have to keep thinking positive, alright?" 

Internally, I'm hoping that my statement can settle the uneasiness we're all feeling for now, and that this 
conversation can be moved to a later date..Even if it's just tomorrow.. think | riled my kids up enough... The 


worn-down expression on Kim's face tells me that she feels the same way. 


However, even though we're done talking about it for today, there's still a pit in my stomach.Kim's words from 


earlier are still gnawing at me..The unconfirmed claim she made is making me feel sick . 


The speculation that James is suffering from an eating disorder .. 


Some time later.. 
NIKKIS PON. 
All| can say is thank god for nature. 


My stress levels were feeling way too unbearable earlier that | just had to get out.| just came back from a 
long walk and | can say with confidence that | feel a lot more grounded and clear-headed than | was before. 
Something about connecting with the earth always helps me get in touch with my inner wisdom..The inner 
peace that's hidden beneath all of the chaos manages to come back up. | am just so grateful for these 


moments of clarity and soulfulness... 


| am by no means 100% calm, but much better than | was just an hour ago.Calm enough to be able to 


proceed with the cancellation calls in a more confident and stable manner, at least. 


| take a huge breath in and let out a long exhale, reminding myself that even though everything around me 


gives me the impression of the world crumbling.'m alive. | am alive and well, and | can handle it.. 


/ can handle whatever comes at me. 
| am safe. 

/ am grounded 

| am at peace. 

| am exactly where | need to be. 


With that, | take a seat at the small desk in my hotel room, slide my cell phone out of my jeans pocket and 
prepare myself to call up yet another performance venue. 


However, it's the sudden vibrating of my own phone that stops me in my tracks. | would be lying if | said the 


unexpected noise hasn't caught me off guard. 

With one glance at the unknown number paired with Michigan as the location, | shake my head and roll my 
eyes. If its another damn junk caller, they can honestly go fuck themselves. My first instinct is to let it ring 
until the call ends, but for some reason, right now | have an odd feeling in my gut.Something is telling me 
that maybe this particular caller isn't a solicitor or spam..Do you ever get those moments? 

A sixth sense? 

| wish | knew why | feel like this might be important.. Why does this feel like | should answer- 

With my heart beating against my chest, | grip my phone tightly in one hand, and slide the bar to answer the 
call. Hesitancy, uncertainty, and skepticism is filling my body, but right now l'm willing to see what 

these people want. 

| raise an eyebrow as | put the phone to my ear. 

"Hello?" 

There is a short moment of silence until a soft, woman's voice comes through the line. 

[H..Am | speaking to Mr. Nkki Sixx?] 


"Yes..Who am | speaking with?" 


[Ohl My apologies. This is Mrs. Michel.Sara Sare.. James Michael's mother--] 


The very moment that | hear those words, my stomach immediately drops and a sharp chill shoots down my 


spine. My body suddenly feels frozen . 
James's mom. 


| don't have the time to let the reality fully sink in before | react quickly, doing everything in my power to hide 
the uneasiness that I'm being suffocated by right now. 


"No, no, its my bad!" | force out a laugh that | hope sounds natural, as | suddenly remember that James 
actually had given me his parents’ landline at one point... "I had your number saved but it must have gotten 
lost in all my contacts!" Every word | say feels so orchestrated and mechanical. "How have you guys been?" 
A short pause follows that only makes me want to crawl out of my skin.All of the pain and frustration that | 
finally had under control from earlier is smacking me right in the face again. What were the fuckin’ odds that 


this was the call | was gonna end up engaging in.. 


[0h were just fine.. Were okay but.. Were worried about James. We haven't been able to get a hold of hm for 


months. We've tried calling him and leaving voicemails but we never get a response---] 


| can feel all of the color draining from my face at Sara's words, and the pit in my stomach is only growing at 


the eeriness of this conversation. | squeeze my eyes shut for a second before | quickly conjure up a response. 
"Ahh... You know how James could be." | shake my head and paste on a lighthearted smile, almost hoping that 
it will trick my mind into believing I'm not filled to the brim with dread right now. "I can never freakin’ get in 
touch with him!" | laugh. "Your son is a workaholic..One of the biggest ones | know..Worse than me!” 

My words are cut off by a gruff-sounding voice in the background, followed by a hearty laugh. 

[Youre felling me..l raised him!] 

| wish | could laugh along genuinely, but | can't. Nothing about this conversation is humorous right now..and I'm 
bracing myself for what | know is about to be brought up.'m bracing myself even more for how the fuck l'm 


supposed to dance around the truth. 


[Nkki.ls Jmmy okay?] The fragility and fear is evident in Sara's words and all | feel is a heavy pressure on my 
chest as reality crushes me. [My husband.Del and L. We dont know how to reach hm--] 


Her words are cut short by her husband, and | hear his footsteps getting closer on the other end of the line. 
[Nkki Hey, its Del.James's father] 


| bite my lip nervously. 


"Hey, Mr. Michel" My face flushes and | quickly correct myself, attempting to sound casual. "Del, how's it 


been?" 


[/ really hope we're not a bother at the moment, but we need to know what's going on with Jm. We cant reach 
him and--] 


[He knows that, hun./ already let him know--/ 
[Did you tell hm about what Dave told us? The pictures---] 


Both voices slowly become nonsensical muffles on the other line, and now my heart is racing. | feel tiny beads 


of sweat forming on the top of my head as the two converse in private about god only knows ...The inevitable. 
It doesn't take long before both Del and Sara's voices are clear again. 


[We just need answers. Why does our son look like he's rotting inside of his own body? Don't tell me you haven't 


seen him..] 
Del's statement leaves me fighting back a hitched breath, and | frantically shake my head, willing myself to 
swallow any tears | feel coming up right now..lf they come up.fuck! They can’t come up! This isn't the time 


and place for this! 


I'm exhausted.l'm emotionally drained but | can't let myself crack right now. Once this phone call is finished Ill 


release it, but | need to be strong for the sake of the two on the line.. 

You are exactly where you need to be. 

You are calm. 

You are sate. 

You are grounded 

| repeat the meditative mantras from earlier as | take a deep breath, and allow myself to exhale out. 
[Youre around him frequently..Has he told you anything was wrong?] 

The urgency seeping out of Del's words is so strong and now my stomach feels queasy.| wish | wasn't so 
pressured right now..But | can’t tell them the truth.| know they're James's parents, but if | exposed what's 
actually going on, that's again.invading James's privacy. It's against my morals to do that, even in this 


situation.And you know what? | feel like shit about it because | know how fuckin’ scared both of his parents 
are..They haven't even asked me anything specific yet but | know! | hear it in both of their voices- 


If James gave me permission, then fine! Then | would be able to say it, but he hasn't! He doesn't even know 
what's going on right now and he hasn't admitted to himself that he's sick! There's no way he'll tell his 
parents.| can't. can't tell them the truth and it hurts. 


This whole goddamn reality is killing me, and right now | need to maneuver my way around this, but how the 
fuck - 


| immediately let out a soft sigh, while resisting the urge to hide my head in my hands. 


"You know..With bipolar disorder, sometimes James goes through phases where he doesn't take the best care 
of himself..Manic episodes.. He runs on adrenaline, doesn't sleep well, if at all, and puts food on the back 


burner..." 


The white lie slides off my tongue almost effortlessly, but inside | feel like the worst person on Earth. It may 
sound natural, but all I'm doing is forcing the words out of my mouth.Lying feels fernble , especially because of 
the severity of this situation, but you know what?! Its not a full lie, is it? The bipolar disorder was probably 
a huge factor in why James developed an eating disorder in the first place..and I'm not being inaccurate about 


how his symptoms manifest either.In this case, this is the most believable and realistic excuse | can come up 


with... 


What I'm hoping is attentive silence follows my statement, so | continue, internally praying that none of what | 


say invokes more questions. 


"When he's in depressive states, he'll neglect himself but in a different way.. as punishment. He could spend a 
few days straight laying in bed with no motivation for anything; even something as simple as answering a 


phone call or putting a pair of socks back in his drawer can feel like too much in those moments." 


Once | finish, | breathe out a small exhale of relief. However, the period of silence that follows is nothing but 
uncomfortable. | feel my insides threatening to rip my skin open out of pure uneasiness. | close my eyes 
again, stiffen all of my muscles, run a hand through my hair, and release the tension in a sharp exhale. Once | 


reopen my eyes, | hear a sigh on the other line of the call, and Del's voice breaks the agonizing silence. 


[My older son, Dave, brought some recent pictures to our attention He said his son, Jimmy's nephew, showed 
them to him first and he called us.. We didn’t know about any of this because we dont use the internet much.. 


Once we got off the phone with him, he emailed us a few.. Oh Jesus, | can't even recognize him--] 


My body flinches at Del's distress stricken words and | can only imagine which pictures he's referring to.Every 
single one of them are horrifying.Every fucking one. 


But what's even more horrifying is witnessing the deterioration firsthand..The truth can't be escaped from, no 


matter how much | want to run away from it. 


| can only feel empathy for both of James's parents right now.My heart goes out to them, and the tears are 
threatening to form in my eyes again. | bite my lip as a last attempt to keep myself in check. 


[is he doing okay now? k he out of one of his "episodes" or whatever theyre called? ls he eating-] 
[He's obviously not eating, Saral Have you seen the pictures-] 


[lm just asking Nikki a question, Del Slow down for a second | know youre scared and so | am but we cant help 


if we dont have any intormation—] 


The amount of energy it's taking to remain stoic while hearing the pure desperation in both Del and Sara's 
voices is enormous.. have no idea how l'm still managing this. My hand is trembling while still gripping the 


phone to my ear. 


[Nkki. When we came to Columbus for Rock On The Range, we noticed Jm eating.. oddly.] Even though Del is 
attempting to sound calm right now, | know he's doing the same thing as me; pretending. [I know you were 
busy doing interviews so you weren't around for the catering much but..] 


My stomach only gnaws at the mention of Rock On The Range .None of us saw it at the time, but James was 


already sucked into an insidious disease..He was already spiraling downhill 


[He was acting strange. We didn't want to say anything to make him uncomfortable but his brother confronted 
him before we could stop him. Jmmy denied it all. We just want him to be okay. We're just worried-] 


"| understand you're concerned.sara..Del..". My voice is threatening to shake, but there's no way in hell that l'm 
letting it. "James isn't the most open book, but | can assure you that right now he seems to be doing just 
fine..." 


With every word | speak, the tension in my muscles strengthen, and now there's a knotted tightness in my 


chest. 


"With the tour coming to an end, he's been worn out, but we all have. He's okay. | want you to rest assured 


knowing that me and DJ and the rest of the Sixx:am family love and care about your son a ton." 


As | finish speaking, the harsh reality of the number of lies | told smacks me in the face.. | don't think I've 


ever lied so much in a single phone call before... 


The worst part of all of this is that | know there's no way Del and Sara believe a damn word I've said, but this 
is the best | can do right now. Without James's permission, | cant say anything.James i safe. He's in the 
hospital getting help, so | know he's okay, but that's not the damn point... 


| didn't want to lie..but the only way | can be honest is if James allows me tolf | tell him that his parents 


called, maybe, then maybe | can somehow persuade him to give them a call back. But, until then, | can't force 


anything on him.. 


| can't expose any information until | know it's completely safe to.. 


November 9th 206 
Cedars-Sinai Hospital, Los Angeles 
JAMES'S PON: 


The sound of my own heart monitor enhances the tiny bit of alertness that my mind is capable of holding 


onto..| feel like absolute hell 


| don't know what day it is or how long I've even been in this hospital. Everything is a blur.l'm barely with 
if but I'm alert enough to know that Nikki is sitting on a chair right next to my bed.as I'm attached to a 


plethora of freakin’ wires and needles that | don't think are necessary.. 

| don't want to be here. don't need to be here, but | feel so powerless in this situation My body is still so 
weak.l'm exhausted.|'m nauseous from the oral potassium that the nurses administer to me multiple times a 
day.Every time | try to sleep, | get woken up by my damn heart monitor. 

If Nikki's been talking to me, | haven't heard a damn word he's said.l'm too sucked into my own frustration 
surrounding everything. Not to mention, the potassium in my IV is burning..as if that's a shock..Doesn't 
everyone want fireballs shooting through their veins? 

"How are you feeling?" 

| feel someone running a hand through my hair and | know it must be Nikki.| don't have the energy to pull 
away from the touch. | can hardly lift myself into a sitting position.! hate how weak my body is. 

feel pathetic . 


A sharp surge of nausea swims through my stomach, and all | can do is close my eyes and let out a muffled 


groan. 
"Nauseous...” 
| almost can't get the word out without a choking sensation creeping up. 


"That's from the oral potassium, man..This is why the nurses want you to eat something when it's given to 


you, because it can irritate your stomach lining and you'll feel like this... 


My eyes open a slit at the gentle tone of voice. | weakly let out a soft sigh and manage a small head nod. 
"Yeah... | know...” 


Just the anticipation of having no choice but to eat something in the near future is enough to enable the 
queasiness. My color is draining, but despite the uneasiness | feel like I'm in the Arctic. Using the little 
amount of strength | have, | grip one of my blankets to pull it up closer to my face. 


"Just so you know, DJ stepped out for a sec..We've been here for a little while, but you were out.Didn't want 
to wake you up..You need all the rest you can get, dude." 


Nikki continues massaging my head gently, as | fight the nausea that's invading me. As l'm laying here, | can't 
help but think about everything I'm missing out on right now.Instead of being on the road, I'm glued to this 
fuckin’ hospital bed..Yes, touring is draining for me, but | still enjoy it, despite needing an enormous amount of 


time to recharge after being surrounded by so much stimulation. 

Its the very second that exact thought goes through my head that it hits me.. 
The tour. 

We were supposed to go to Canada and perform a good amount of shows there. 


My eyes suddenly widen as the sour feeling in my stomach increases. The beeping on my heart monitor is 


audibly faster. 


"Hey." Nikki's hand slowly moves from my hair down to my hand, and | feel him give me a tight squeeze. "You 


okay?" 


All| can do is swallow my uneasiness as | feel a burst of shame explode inside of me. | gather up the 


strength to speak. 


"Fuck..." | weakly shake my head, as exhaustion and pain flood my words. | slowly move my gaze towards Nikki 
who is looking at me with warm, concerned eyes. "The tour.." | whisper those last two words under my 


breath, as a sudden heaviness begins weighing down on me. 


My statement receives a head shake from Nikki, and now | feel him rubbing small circles into the hand that 
he's holding. "Its taken care of.." His lips form into a fatherly smile, as he speaks in a low and calm tone. "You 


don't need to worry about that..." 


| want to protest.How can he say it's faken care of?! | furrow my brows in pain and disappointment. "But." 
My voice is threatening to shake, and if | had the strength | would be speaking louder right now, but | don't. 
have nothing left in me. "The fans..." 


"You can't worry about them right now.." Nikki gives me a melancholy smile, but | sense the adamancy in his 
piercing eyes; the wisdom. "This is about your /ife , James." He shakes his head and squeezes my hand 
tighter. "There's no way that we could have held the last few shows, and you know it..." 


All| can do is let out an exhausted sigh at his words.. feel like a terrible person.! just feel so guilty. Our fans 
are our lifeline. If it weren't for them, we never would have become the band we are today. They've stuck 
with us since the very beginning, through the risks we took and all of the grotesque faboo subjects we've 
covered in our music.. They never abandoned us, but now..'m abandoning them. 


That's what this feels like, at least..And it's a horrible feeling. 


Nikki lets out a soft sigh that pulls me away from my thoughts for a second. | twist my face in pain as | let 
the guilt and shame surround me as he leans in closer to me. 


"They're worried about you, and they love ya.." | slowly turn my head to face him again and am met with a 
genuine smile; a smile with pain hidden beneath it... "| had to make up a reason for why the future 
performances needed to be cancelled, but | can assure you that no one is mad at you." He shakes his head and 
sighs heavily with concern. "We're still getting comments asking about you, but we're not gonna expose 
anything, alright?" | feel my hand getting squeezed tighter, and | let out a hitched breath. "Not until you say 
it's okay... 


"| feel like I've disappointed them, Nik.." My voice is weak and small, and the shame l'm feeling is giving me the 
sensation of being covered up in toxic waste. "They've waited for this and bought tickets." | bite my lip and 


lean my head onto one side of the pillow, closing my eyes. "And now... Fuck...” 


"James..." Nikki sighs again, and | feel him running his hand through my hair again. | slowly open my eyes. 
"Look, you want me to be real here?" He furrows his brows as an uneasy chill runs through my body. 
"Listen, the fans don't know anything, but they do .. They've watched the deterioration from the beginning, 


through the photos we've posted.interviews..press... 


As much as | wish | could push the truth away and pretend it isn't real, | can't.Nikki's right, and | hate that 


everyone's been seeing everything.Even if they don't know exactly what's going on, they know something .. 


| can't say anything. feel like I've lost my ability to speak. My own self-hatred and guilt squeezes me harder 


with every moment that passes. don't want to deal with this..This is my own fault.. 


I'm not telling you this to induce guilt, James." Nikki's eyes are full of fatherly empathy, but | don't feel like | 
deserve any of that right now.|f anything, | deserve the opposite. “I'm doing it so you know that there are 


people out here that worry and care.." 


Í wish they didnt care..1t would be so much easier if no one gave a shit.! already hurt Nkki and DJ both and they 
still decide to come visit me here every day anyway..But now Im hurting our fans.lm hurting every fuckin’ person 


that knows me.. 


"And | already know without saying that our fans are probably relieved knowing that we had to cancel our last 


performances..." 


| can only close my eyes as | continue letting this sucky reality sink in. I'm having trouble concentrating to 
begin with, but now everything in my mind feels like a jumbled mess. l'm exhausted and disoriented My IV is 
still burning.My nausea hasn't subsided..This is just the tip of the iceberg.. 


" Relieved in the sense of knowing that you can rest .." Nikki lets out another concerned sigh and squeezes my 
shoulder. "James, they're just as worried as we were.. hey knew that if we didn't make this decision, things 
would have ended very badly." He shakes his head and lets out a sad laugh. "You're in the hospital for fuck's 
sake! It's the only feasible choice that | could have made.” 


With that, there is silence. don't have the drive to try to formulate a response. Instead, | weakly grip my top 
blanket and curl up to the best of my ability, being careful to not twist any of the needles or wires I'm 
attached to. | just want to sleep. don't want to deal with any of this. wish | could just disappear . 


‘Oh, and hey..l uh.. | brought you this..." 


| force myself to gaze at Nikki again. Once my vision focuses, | see him holding my cell phone out to me. He 
eyes it in his hand before hesitantly looking back up at me. | suddenly have a weird feeling in my body at his 


silent communication. "Your parents actually called." 

Hearing the word parents is what breaks me out of my disoriented state. An immediate sense of heightened 
alertness smacks me in the face, and my stomach drops intensely. | feel my eyes widening and instinctually 
attempt to sit up, but I'm held back by my own deteriorated muscles. My heart monitor is beeping erratically 
again. 


"W..What?" 


| can barely hear my own words and there is a choking sensation in my throat. My chest is tightening as the 


soul-crushing shame washes over me like a rough tidal wave. 
Í wish this wasn't real./ wish | was just hearing things.. 


There is nothing but dead silence, as | watch Nikki nervously chew on his lower lip with his gaze facing the 
ground. Urgency is filling my body and if | was able to jump out of my skin, | would. 


"Well, they uh..." Nikki sounds hesitant and that's only increasing my own uneasiness. "They called me..last 
night..." He lets out a shaky sigh. “They were asking about you..Said they were concerned.” 


My stomach drops more as | listen.! can't believe this is happening right now.. 


"Your father started asking me questions.He said your nephew saw a few pictures of us online..He went to 
your brother to relay the information and | guess he called your parents to ask if they've heard from 
you..and then.." | hear Nikki let out a sharp exhale. "Then they called me.." | watch him close his eyes and bite 
his lip again, before eyeing me again. "They said they tried reaching out to you..but.." His voice suddenly trails 
off, and before | know it he's handing me my phone. "I guess you'll see for yourself.” 


With a trembling hand, | slowly take the phone from Nikki as | feel all color draining from my face. It only 
takes one glance at the home screen for another wave of nausea to hit me. feel sick. feel like I'm gonna 


be sick-- 


Every notification that's pasted on the forefront are from my parents.. They're either missed calls or 
voicemails.| do everything in my power to hold back the hitched breath | feel is about to come out..Tears are 


threatening to form in my eyes as the reality crushes me like a huge pile of bricks. 
They tried calling you.. They tried calling you when you were.. 


My eyes widen more as | think about all of the times | rejected phone calls to engage in disgusting behaviors 


instead..How purging was more important than connecting to the people | love. 


"Shit..." | finally build up the strength to speak but the words come out with a strong tremble. "Oh my god.” | 
shake my head and feel a tiny tear welling in my eye. "Fuck." 


| quickly shoot a glance towards Nikki. "What did you say? When they asked you.." My heart is beating rapidly 
out of uneasiness. "What did you tell them?" 


My question is met with uncomfortable silence. All I'm getting from Nikki is an empathetic stare but he isn't 
saying anything. | swear, l'm about to jump out of my skin 


"Nik." My eyes feel like they're gonna pop out of their sockets. | repeat my question, but this time with 
strong urgency. " What did you tell them?" 


"l." Nikki shakes his head and something is telling me that he doesn't want to have this conversation either, 
but | can't let him keep this from me! He continues, with nothing but hesitancy in his voice. "I said you were 
fine” He begins chewing on his lip again. "I know they didn't believe me, but | wouldn't tell them anything 
without you giving me the okay to... 


A sudden wave of relief hits me at that answer, but it's quickly short-lived by the pained expression that 


Nikki gives me next. 


"James, they're worried sick. | heard the fear in their voices.." He sighs and takes one of my hands again, but 
this time | stiffen up. "I didn't say anything about you calling them, but | think they would love to hear your 


voice." He leans his head in closer to me and whispers, "I know you probably don't want to--" 


"No." | cut him off mid-sentence and shake my head with urgency. As much as | don't want to face this right 
now, my mind is made up. | need to do this. "I need to call them.." | take a trembling breath as | speak, my 


voice overcome with emotion. "Just to let them know l'm okay... 


The only sensation that swims through my body as | brace myself to dial my parents’ landline is the dreadful 
anticipation of the fes lim about to tell them..and all | can do is hope to whatever god is out there that they'll 


believe me.. 


~ Ke 


Coming Out OF The Dark 


Author's Notes: 

Hi beautiful people! Happy *LATE* Thanksgiving to those who celebrate it! | apologize for the long gaps between 
posting. Things have been insane lately.. Whoever is still here with me, thank youl | really appreciate you guys 
for sticking with me through my sporadic schedule..and | promise that once | finish my Christmas drop-in 
chapter, | will be committing to "You Have Come To The Right Place"... soon... :) 


Now onto the chapter.. James's family has (once again) pestered me into writing another installment involving 
them. They have a lot to say!! As usual, this installment will be in two parts (because | can't write anything 
under IOK apparently.. lol). Timeline is as follows. 


Relief: Chapter 36 (Permission); a few days before James is admitted into treatment for his ED. 


PS: For anyone who hasn't read the prior installments with the family involved (12, 13, 14, 15), | suggest you dol 


This will make a lot more sense. 


December kt 206 

JAMES'S PON: 

"Good news, dude..." 

Nikki's voice slips through my haze of exhausted disorientation. | feel a gentle hand run through my hair as a 
sharp chill shoots up my spine, forcing my eyes to open. | don't remember falling asleep, but then again..Do | 
remember anything well these days? 

My brain is complete mush . 

The moment that my surroundings come into clear view, | make out Nikki kneeling beside the couch in my 
studio with a warm smile on his face. | let out a soft groan as he squeezes one of my hands from under my 


blanket. 


"We got an admission date." | feel him rub circles into my skin, while | use my strength to focus on his 
words. "December 5th.." 


It takes me a few seconds to comprehend everything but the moment that | do, my eyes widen. | could swear 


| feel my heart skip a few beats. 


| immediately try to lift myself into a sitting position, but am stopped by the dizziness that washes over me. 
Despite being able to stomach a tiny bit more food than when | first came home from the hospital, my body 
still doesn't know what its doing.Unfortunately, | can't really blame it at this point. know I've put it through 
the wringer. 


"Hey, Hey..Easy, man." 


Nikki helps steady me by placing a firm hand on my shoulder. | squeeze my eyes shut for a moment to blink 
the black spots away. Once the dizziness subsides and l'm able to reopen my eyes, the reality sinks in 


lm getting admitted 
Its actually happening 


A huge wave of release crashes upon me as | repeat that sentence to myself. Tiny tears of relief are welling 
in my eyes at the news... 


This is it. You wont have fo deal with all of this alone anymore.. The pain will finally come to an end. 
For the first time in a long time, | feel a glimmer of hope..But its not just hope. It's hope mixed with fear. 


Feeling relief and anxiety at the same time seems contradicting, but that's the only way | can describe my 


emotions surrounding the news. 


Every day that I've been home has felt like torture, and I've been waiting for this day to come. Every fuckin’ 
day, Nikki has been making phone calls to treatment centers trying to get me in.| would have done it myself 
but I've felt too fatigued and drained to do anything. The point is, the process of finding a rehab and getting a 
bed has felt like pulling teeth, and now | finally have a spot and an admission date. | have a concrete day that 
Ill actually be able to get heh .. 


But.lm terrified . 


All I've wanted is help..! want this hell to end. | don't want to feel this way anymore, but l'm nervous..My 
stomach is gnawing just thinking about all of the possibilities. The future . 


What am | gonna do about my career? ls taking time off for god knows how long even worth it?! 
| can already feel myself starting to second guess my decision..The wheels in my head are spinning at a rapid 
speed, and | feel my heart beating out of my chest. Because of how weak my body is, whenever l'm anxious | 


feel sick.| could feel my hands trembling. 


What if | dont actually need help? What if | could do it myself somehow?! Can't I figure out how to get better at 
home, where | won't have to miss out and put my life on hold?! Other people have done that, right?! 


Part of me realizes how irrational my thoughts sound, but another part is almost convinced that | can find a 
way to handle all of this without going away.My whole body feels frozen now, as the frantic voice in my head 


continues shouting. All I'm feeling is sickening perturbation. 


To try to ease the tension in my muscles, | grab ahold of the blanket that | was curled up in, and rewrap it 


around my body. My hands are shaking, but luckily it's not noticeable from underneath the fabric. 
"I know this whole process has been daunting, but there's finally a light at the end of the tunnel.” 


Nikki's serene voice cuts through my silent panic, and before | can even begin to process his words, he gives 


me a firm shoulder squeeze. Warmth is seeping through his features. 


"You've pushed through this seemingly never-ending torture of waiting but now you don't have to worry 


about any of that." 
A chill shoots up my spine as he speaks, but | don't say anything. can’t say anything. He continues, while 
rubbing rhythmic circles into my shoulder. "No more phone calls.No more sitting on the edge of our seats 


waiting for a response..." He shakes his head and smiles. "It's all set in stone now, James... 


The moment that Nikki finishes that statement, my chest tightens. | suddenly feel like I'm deprived of oxygen. 
My hands are gripping the blanket so tightly that | bet if | peeked underneath, my knuckles would look white. 


"How do you feel, man?" 

Nikki's eyes are radiating with benevolence, and | know he means well but right now my fear is blinding me 
from all of the good in this situation The frantic pleads are shooting through my head again, cries 

of desperation and hysteria 

No! I changed my mind! 

| dont need to go! Im not that bad.lm not that sick! 


Wait, no | changed my mind! Fuck- 


Using all of my strength, | maintain eye contact with Nikki and force a smile, even though inside I'm only 


swimming in nerves. 
"l." My voice is small and fragile, exhausted "I'm... relieved.. " 
My muscles stiffen at the word..! should feel relief. wish | could.. 


Everything feels so conflicting . 


"| can show you the email that they sent with all of the admission information..What to bring.What not to 
bring..Average length of stay..Visiting policies..." 


| know Nikki's speaking to me, but | can't comprehend his words very well right now because of the chaos that 
my body is drowning in. His mouth is moving, but everything feels blurred. I'm starting to feel suffocated and 
closed into a tight, little box. 


The longer that | sit here on this couch in silent anguish, the worse the ruminating in my mind gets. Nikki is 
still massaging my shoulder in what should be a soothing pattern, but the trepidation is overpowering any 
attempt of ease that he's trying to provide for me. 


What is everyone gonna think if they find out? People are goma notice that you've disappeared from the world 
without explanation.Not that its a big difference to what you normally do while youre stuck in your studio, but if 
you can't use your cell phone or social media, how will anyone contact you? What if they TRY to contact you 
and they cant and then they start asking questions or searching for answers?! How the fuck are you supposed to 
handle that?! You could save yourself from all of this by deciding to not go! 


What about your fuckin’ family?! Your parents--- 

My body suddenly goes cold as that thought shoots through my head.. 

My parents.. 

| never told them the truth when | spoke to them in the hospital over the phone. 

When Nikki came to visit me and told me that they had called, | called them back but | lied.. They expressed 
their concerns to me but | played it off, even though | was lying in a fuckin’ hospital bed with burning 
potassium shooting through my veins. My freakin’ heart monitor was beeping in the background, and | silently 
begged for it to not be noticeable to them on the other line, but who am | kidding?! They probably heard it 
and knew where | was..but | still lied and said everything was okay..That because our tour was ending, we were 
all a little worn out but that it was nothing to worry about..But, | think the worst part of the whole thing is 
that | told them that | would visit them at home in the near future.. 


And now..There's no way that's gonna happen... If I'm being admitted into treatment, l'm not going anywhere. | 


don't know how long I'll be locked in the facility... | don't know any of this yet. 
| don't know anything, but they know absolutely nothing 
If I'm actually leaving to go to a treatment center and they try to get in touch with me.. 


Oh my god.. 


As much as | don't want to do it, | know | need to tell them the truth.. somehow. As dreadful as the idea is, | 


need to be honest..| need to let them know what's actually going on before | leave.. FI leave.. 


No, James. You ARE gong. You know you need fo.. You know you cant do this without help.. You cant let the fear 
hold you back.As terrifying as this all feels, you have fo listen fo your rationale./f you dont go you're gonna die.. 


The voice of wisdom inside of me sends the start of a tear threatening to well in my eye. With my heart in 
my throat, | tighten the blanket around my body, and take a shaky breath in. | feel Nikki squeezing my 


shoulder again. 
"Nik..." 


My voice is barely audible, and | feel like | could get sick right now, but this is important.My stomach is 
absolutely hollow. 


"What's wrong?" 


Nikki's eyes are piercing my soul but they hold a strong warmth to them. He leans in closer to me, and all | 
want to do is shrivel into myself. I'm shaking.My heart feels like it's palpitating.l'm freezing, yet my body 
feels flushed with a dreadful heat. 


"James..." 


| shut my eyes at Nikki's intense expression of concern and shake my head weakly. There's a lump in my 


throat now. 


"My family.My parents." Strained yet drained whispers slip from my lips as | force my eyes back open, 
allowing my paralyzed gaze to meet Nikki's nurturing orbs. 


"They need to know the truth... | shake my head and let out a hitched breath. "They deserve to know what's 


really going on." 


Just speaking those words sends a wave of nausea through my body, but | can't back out now..Whether | tell 


them, or someone else does, it needs to be done... 


| immediately shift my gaze to my lap and close my eyes again, allowing a single tear to drip down my face. | 
can feel Nikki moving onto the couch next to me, and before | know it, he has his arms wrapped around me in 


a comforting embrace. 


My body immediately stiffens up at the nurturing touch, but | don't have the energy to resist the hold right 
now.l'm exhausted.l'm too drained. | lean my head on Nikki's shoulder, as a few more tears fall down my 
face. A hitched breath escapes my lips, leaving me feeling raw, exposed, and torn apart, and on instinct, | pull 


my blanket up closer to my face. 


All | want to do is hide right now. 


With my head concealed by the blanket and my face pressed into Nikki's shoulder, | begin whispering under my 
breath. 


"| don't want them to know..Nik..." 


My voice is muffled but its shaking with emotion.. Shame..Sadness.Desperation | scrunch my face up and 
squeeze my eyes shut, letting all of the anguish swim through my body. 


"| don't want to hurt them..." 

Nikki's squeeze tightens at my words and | shiver, feeling nothing but pure vulnerability. 

"I know you don't want to..." 

The empathy and sadness in Nikki's voice makes me want to curl into myself even more than | already am, but 
before | can, | feel my face being gently lifted up. My eyes slowly open and I'm immediately met with Nikki's 
benevolent gaze. His eyes are glistening with compassion. 

"I know you don't want them to be upset." He sighs and shakes his head, while keeping one arm wrapped 
around my trembling body. "But they're hurting more by not knowing anything." His eyebrows furrow and he 
lowers his voice to a soft whisper. "You're their son, James.. They love you and they're terrified for your 
life..You're doing the right thing." 

İt doesnt feel like the right thing, but | know youre right. Youre always right..Even when I don't want you to be.. 


A moment of silence between the two of us follows Nikki's wise words, but all it does is enhance the 


anticipatory dread that's consuming me. 
"Nik." 
Despite my intense enervation, | force myself to speak again. The words are barely slipping out clearly. 


"Can you." My lips are quivering and | feel Nikki squeeze one of my hands tightly. As much as | don't want to, 
| need to ask.| can't do it myself. don't think | have the strength to do this.. 


"Can you tell them..Tell them everything..the truth." My stomach drops at my own request and | let my 
sentence die in my throat. | feel like a terrible person right now, but | can't do this. don't want my parents 


to hear me sound like this.. so exhausted... 


"Are you sure?" 


Uncertainty and surprise are written all over Nikki's features. He has one eyebrow raised but his eyes are 


gleaming with a sense of fatherly protection 


| weakly nod my head and slowly shut my eyes, wishing | could run away from the reality that we're 
witnessing, but | know if anyone other than me can do this, it's Nikki..l trust him. 


"| trust you...” 


My voice is barely a whisper, as | slowly maneuver myself back into a lying position, allowing my blanket to 


cover me. After a few moments, | feel another blanket being placed on me. 


"Okay..." Nikki's voice sounds far away, but | know he's right here with me. will myself to open my eyes a 


crack to gaze at him. "Ill tell them..." 


He gives me a comforting shoulder squeeze and gently runs his hand through my hair, as | surrender to my 


persistent weariness. 


"II tell them everything ." 


NIKKIS PON: 
[Hello?] 
"Hi, Sara.tt's Nikki..." 


My voice already feels trapped in my throat at the casual greeting | force out. My hand is trembling as | grip 


my cell phone to my ear. 
[0h Nkkil Its good to hear from you.. J 


A gnawing feeling in my stomach begins to set in as | listen to Sara's voice. She sounds relieved 


but exhausted ... drained 
[How are your, 3] 


"Sara.l..". lm nothing but hesitant as | spit steady sounding words out of my mouth, but now | suddenly feel 
frozen. | don't know how I'm gonna get through this. 


Despite every ounce of me that wishes | could back out, | channel the strength inside of me and go forward. 


This is about to be hell. 


"I need to tell you something." | shake my head in suffocating perturbation. "Something that | should have told 


you much earlier than now, but | couldn't..." 

Although | was expecting nothing but uncomfortable silence, the silence that follows my sentence 

is deafening My body is stiffening up at the dreadful anticipation.My heart feels like its about to pop out my 
chest. 

After what feels like an eternity, | make out soft shuffling on the other end of the line. 


[Hon.] Sara's voice is low and small, nervous , but it still holds a nurturing quality. My body is going 
cold. [What do you need to tell me? ls this about. it about James?) 


Her words die at the end of her sentence and | feel my stomach drop intensely. | close my eyes for a 


moment in a desperate attempt to compose myself for what | know needs to happen. 
| take a deep breath. 


‘lm calling to tell you the truth” A sharp shiver shoots through my body as | feel my face go white. "The 


truth about what's going on with your son 


[You mean..]| hear Sara's voice trail off for a moment before she continues. [What do you mean, the truth? 
ks there more to what you told me and Del-] 


| can't even contemplate answering before Del's voice comes through the line. 
[Nkki its so good to hear from you-] 
"Del, hey-" 


| feel deprived of oxygen, as | try to remain calm and collected but | don't know how long I'll manage to pull this 
off. Inside, I'm being eaten away by the harshness of this situation. 


[Hon, Nikki has some important things to tell us.about.. ] Sara's voice lowers to an eerie level. [About James..] 


As much as | don't want to, | immediately begin cutting to the chase. The faster | get this over with, the 
better. 


tll feel worse if you continue stalling 


"Before | go into any details, | need to apologize for not telling you any of this earlier..." 


My heart clenches in guilt and shame as | let the reality sink in. | really feel terrible for not being able to do 
this until now..But | couldn't. 


| had to wait. 


There is nothing but silence on the other end of the line and now | feel queasy. Nevertheless, | somehow build 


up the courage to continue, bracing myself to suppress the shake that's threatening to show in my voice. 


“There's. There's no easy way to say this..". A choking sensation is squeezing my throat as | spit the words 
out. | grip my phone tighter as | slowly begin to reveal the hornble truth, while bracing myself for the 
inevitable reactions. "James is.." | shut my eyes and bite my lip. "Your son is very sick.He was just 
discharged from the hospital a week and a half ago..." 


[Why was he in the hospital?i] Sara sounds frightened and teary as her words cut through me like a sharpened 
blade. [Why didnt you fell us?! Why are you just letting us know now?! Is he okay-] 


Her frantic questions send bursts of sadness through my soul. | can only shake my head as | let my own 


turmoil flood me. 
"LI couldnt " 


My voice threatens to crack but | swallow my emotion down to get through this. All of my color is draining 


as | speak in a low, almost regretful tone. 


| wanted to. wanted to but it wasn't my place to" | continue shaking my head urgently. "James hadn't given 


me permission.!t wouldn't have been right. was doing my best to respect his wishes-" 

[Wishes?! As in death wishes-] 

[Del-] 

[No, Sara! This is about our son-] 

My heart is in my throat as | listen to the terrorized back and forth between James's parents. | do 
everything in my power to sound as calm as possible even though every muscle in my body is holding onto so 


much tension. 


'Listen.. James was in denial for a long time..lf he couldn't admit to himself that he needed help, there was no 


way he would have told anyone else-" 


[Help with what?! Not eating?] Sara's voice cracks and my heart feels broken into a thousand pieces. [We're 
his parents, Nikki] 


There is nothing but gut wrenching pain in her words and | wish there was a way to make this easier. 


My god | wish there was. 

"l.l understand you're upset." | feel suffocated as | speak, while eyeing James asleep on the couch in the 
studio. My heart is beating out of my chest at a rapid speed. | shake my head. "Hell, this situation 

fuckin’ sucks. l'm telling you all of this now because James told me to. He requested that | tell you both 
everything..". My voice starts dying in my throat, but | abruptly resist the urge to stop speaking by clenching 
my free fist tightly. “That's what he wants..He wants you to know..He needs you to." 


[Then tell us. Tell us everything. Tell us everything that we need to know..Why our son looks like he's dying.Why he 
was in the hospital Why he's not eating-] 


The desperate sounding pleas that shoot out of Del's mouth feel like a stab in the chest; intense whiplash. My 


insides are churning with sickening perturbation, but | still brace myself to give them the answers they wont.. 
They need to know. 

"Your son has an eating disorder." 

| immediately feel my airways close up as | say those two words and my stomach feels like it's been punched 
like a damn punching bag. | feel my teeth digging into my lower lip. "He has an addiction and its 

deadly.. but with treatment he can and will get better." 

[An "eating disorder"? So he's starving himself] 


[It isnt just from his bipolar disorder..] 


"No... It isn't just from the bipolar." | gulp as my voice lowers, enhancing the regret that | feel for lying to Del 


and Sara about this. "This is a serious mental illness..Something uncontrollable without intervention" 

| can't say anything else before Sara cuts through the line, with nothing but painful terror in her voice. 
[So youre telling me that he just "stopped eating’.out of nowhere? Why?l] 

"l" 


[Nkki when did this all start? When dd you start noticing something wasn't right with James? What did you 


notice-] 


Now the inevitable questions are bursting through the line and | knew | was gonna have to prepare for this, 
but it doesn't make any of this easier! | feel tears starting to well in my eyes at just the mere thought of 


exposing horrid details to James's caregivers.. 


It's just paintul . 


| close my eyes for a moment, take a breath, reopen them, and take a quick glance at James again, before 


turning away and moving to a dark corner of the studio. 


‘|... My voice holds a slight tremble but | keep my tone soft. | shake my head. "It was subtle at first.James 
was so good at hiding everything that me and DJ didn't catch on right away to what was going on" My 
stomach starts hollowing as | begin to relive some of the horrible instances from this year. "We truly 
thought he was just trying to get in shape for our tour..| admittedly believed that some of it had to do with 


his Bipolar, but when | noticed none of his weird behaviors subsiding, | knew it was more than that-" 

[When you say "weird" behaviors.Elaborate..Was it only around food...or...] 

Sara's voice trails off in what sounds like hesitancy; unease.. Dread. 

To keep myself composed, | take another deep breath in before continuing on. "I noticed he was eating less..He 
was drinking a lot of protein shakes and relying on protein bars as "meals" .. Chugged insane amounts of 
caffeine, which is pretty typical for James, but when it was combined with the food restriction, it seemed 


fishy." 


| stop speaking for a moment as the other behaviors begin to flood my mind; the laxatives..the 


exercise..the purging 


The hollowness in my stomach intensifies at the dreadful memories and | can't help but wonder if maybe it's 


necessary to leave those gory details out of this.. | take another breath, shake my head and continue. 
"He wasn't sleeping.DJ caught him exercising in the middle of the right one day..." 


[Exercising in the middle of the nght?!] A chill shoots up my spine at Del's shocked exclamation and | suppress a 
hitched breath. [0n no fuel?! Is he nuts-] 


| exhale slowly, as my chest tightens. 


"Unfortunately, when someone is in the grips of an eating disorder, this behavior is common." | shake my head 
and move my gaze towards the ground. "It scared DJ..He woke me up that night to tell me what was going on 


because he was scared that something would happen to James..." 


The memories of that particular night vividly flash in my mind as | speak.|'ll never forget DJ's tear-stricken 
face and the pure fear in his eyes.. That was the first time I'd really seen him so distressed. My heart is 
clenching now, and | do my absolute best to fight back the lump | feel in my throat. 


[What else? There's more.lsn't there?] Sara speaks slowly, but | hear the hesitancy again, the sense of nervous 


anticipation. [Please If youre telling us everything, tell it all.No matter how hard it might be to hear..We need to 


know..] 


| feel color drain from my face at the request, because | know exactly what this means.l'm gonna have to 


explain some of the other things... 


“Along with the exercise and food restriction, James was taking diet pills and laxatives..". A sickening queasiness 
churns in my stomach and | dig my teeth into my lip to keep myself from trembling. "Those could really mess 


with your body and in all honesty, when | found out that was occurring | was really concerned." 
There is nothing but silence, followed by a heavy, low sigh. 
[My god..] 


Sara's voice is barely audible through the line and | can't even begin to imagine the shock she's feeling right 


now. | close my eyes and take another breath. 
"When DJ told me about the exercise, he also revealed that he had found James's laxatives too..." 
| slowly reopen my eyes and begin pacing back and forth as a way to ease the nerves of this conversation 


"The next morning me and him held a small intervention for James..Unfortunately, it didn't do anything. We left 
for our three week break from touring and during those three weeks, James's behaviors only escalated, but 
DJ and | thought that he was being truthful about stopping them..We thought he was improving, but he was 


only getting worse..lt was once we went back on the road that we discovered that truth.. 


I'm only receiving dead silence from the other end of the call, which I'm assuming means Del and Sara are 
trying to process the information I'm giving them. | stop for a few moments to try to calm my mind because 


I'm feeling the lump in my throat again My pacing halts and | lock my eyes on James again 


Frail, deteriorated, disconnected James, whose body can't function at normal capacity because of the abuse he 
inflicted upon it.. 


| suddenly feel a wave of guilt crash through my body and my tear ducts threaten to open. 


"| tried to confront him multiple times..l tried to get through to him..To make him see that what he was doing 
was dangerous. tried to hit him with the reality.| tried .." 


Painful regret chokes me with every word that bursts out of my mouth. My emotions are starting to feel 
stronger than me, but I'm trying my hardest to stifle it for the sake of this phone call. | just need Sara and 
Del to know that James's condition wasn't being ignored..We just didn't know how to help- 


"I tried to use my own experience.My own addiction journey.. tried but | could only do so much... | shake my 


head as a small tear drips down my cheek, but | force myself to swallow the rest. "It was up to him and he 


didn't want help.He didn't want it and if he didn't want help, | couldn't do anything..So | just had to watch 


everything unravel." 
My voice dies in my throat by the end of my sentence, as my whole body stiffens with internalized emotion. 


There is a long period of silence, as | allow the two to fully process everything I've said. /still feel 


like /m processing it.. 

| don't think all of this ever fully hit me. 

This conversation has only made these details feel more real... Vivid . 
After a few more moments, | hear a soft breath from the line. 


[Nkki.Why was he in the hospital?] Sara's voice is nothing but a whisper as she speaks slowly. [What...What 
happered.....] 


| clench my jaw at the most anticipated question | knew | would get..This is exactly what | was dreading the 
most.Having to reveal this. My stomach drops intensely at the horrible eeriness of this specific night. 


The night. 

"The lack of nutrition..Took a terrible toll on his body..". My voice is shaking now, and at this point I'm not even 
bothering to suppress it. If anything, | think these two deserve genuine honesty.. Perturbation swims through 
me as | lower my voice to a whisper. "James collapsed in his hotel room.. DJ found him unresponsive in the 
bathroom..He couldn't wake him up.." 

| could swear l'm starting to feel nauseous as the details of the night begin playing in my mind. 

The blood in the toilet bowl 

The pecac syrup. 

DJs blood curdling screams. 


These are horrors that | don't think I'll forget anytime soon. 


‘| called an ambulance and he was rushed to the nearest hospital..". Tears are welling in my eyes again but | 


keep speaking. | can't back out of this. This is what they want to know.. 


"He was immediately admitted.lt was his heart." | let out an inaudible sniffle and quickly wipe my eye with my 
free hand. "His heart was very weak.His electrolyte levels plummeted and that caused a cardiac arrhythmia. 


was told that if we hadn't called 4-I-I when we did that things would have ended very badly..." 


[Hs.his heart?] There is a pause. [0h my god.] 


"He had to be hooked up to a heart monitor and get IV fluids to stabilize his blood levels..He was there for 
about |2 days.. Out of it.Incoherent for the first few days-" 


My thoughts are cut off by a soft weeping in the background of the call. My heart is clenching at the painful 
sniffles that are coming from Sara and | just.. | wish she didn't have to be processing any of this..Getting news 
that her son almost ded.. 

It's cruel 

That's what this is. 

Fucking cruel 

[You know..] Sara begins speaking softly through her tears but takes a pause. | hear another sniffle. [At first 
| was thinking that you were gonna fell us it was Cancer..from all the years that he smoked.but..] She lets out a 
sharp, hitched breath. [This is so much worse..] 

Her voice cracks at the last word and her heartbroken cries feel like a puncture wound. 

[This is him intentionally hurting himselt.He inflicted this upon himself..On purpose] 

Her voice abruptly halts and the nonsensical noises signal that the phone has been placed down on some kind of 
surface. | can vaguely hear Del attempting to console his wife, and all | envision are the two huddling against 


each other, desperately wishing they could somehow wake up from this nightmare. 


[When.When did this all start?] | suddenly hear Sara clearly again. She sounds like she's trying to swallow her 
tears, but there's a level of helplessness in her words that feels soul-crushing. [Why didnt he say anything-] 


"I wish | knew, Sara..." | can only shake my head in sadness. “Addictions of any kind thrive in secrecy... I've been 


through it myself..| know what its like..” 
[But addicted to.not eating?) 


Del's voice holds a tone of slight disbelief; utter confusion. The only natural reaction to hearing about 


something like this. 


[How can someone be addicted to starving themselves?! Tell him to take a fork and put the food in his mouth 
Its not that hard-] 


| shake my head more urgently now, while biting my lip again 


"I wish it was that easy... Trust me „but it's not" | pause and lower my voice to a soft, but clear whisper. 
"There's way more to it than just eating or not eating „It's not about the food. It's about the pain that's 
underneath that..The internal torture of James's mind..The pain that he's trying to run away from." 


[You mean.He's starving himself to..try to deal with something else?] 

"That's exactly what's happening.” | slowly nod my head in solidification, while continuing to share the wisdom 
I've gained from my own journey. "Food, or lack thereof, is his way of coping. It's just like a drug 
addiction..The needle injects the drug, but the drug is being used to numb out pain. The needle is just a means 


of transportation" 


[What is he trying to deal with..] Sara speaks in a low, fragile, heartbroken voice. [What's hurting him so badly 
that he feels the need to starve himself to handle it?] 


| let out a low sigh. "I don't know.. That is something that James will figure out when he gets help..." 

| immediately pause as the realization of better information hits me and | force a soft smile. "That's the good 
news | have..He's getting help..[he night that he was discharged from the hospital, he broke down and 
surrendered..." 

A sharp chill creeps up my spine, and my voice starts shaking again, but this time it's a bittersweet tremble. 
"He wants help..| know he wants to get better, but its a long road.He's gonna be okay, though..". | nod my head 
in reassurance, not only for James's parents, but for myself too..A reminder that James will be okay. "He's 
going to a really good treatment center..." 

My sentence is followed by what sounds like a sigh of relief on the other end of the line. 

[0h, thank god..] 

| vaguely hear Sara's faint whispering, but soon her voice comes through clearer. 


[Where is he, Nikki? Can | talk to hm?) 


| take a small breath in and exhale softly, as | move my gaze towards James curled up in the blankets, again, 


out cold. 
"He's uh.. He's asleep right now..” 
| slowly walk over to the couch and kneel in front of it, making sure to keep my voice low so | don't wake him 


up. | swallow hard. "He's very weak.He hasn't been getting off of the couch much.." A soft, melancholy sigh 
slips from my lips. "He's exhausted." 


[Don't wake him.. Let hm rest.. God only knows how much he needs it..] 


"A lot..." | speak under my breath as | observe James's lifeless body sinking into the cushions. "He needs a lot 


of it..." 

[Nkki.We want to see him..Before he leaves.] There is a tremble in Sara's voice. [When is he being admitted?] 
"December 5Sth.Just a few more days-" 

[Hon, we need to see him before he goes-] 


The voices on the line go dead, slowly becoming replaced with muffled chattering for a few moments, before 


clearing up again. It's not long before | hear the phone being picked back up. 


[Nkki.Do you think James would be okay with us coming fo see hm? We just..] | hear a faint sniffle from Sara 
followed by a sad, loving sigh. [We want to see him..Hug him.Hear his voice..] 


| take a moment's pause, breathe in deeply, and look at James once more, this time running a gentle hand 


through his blonde hair. My heart feels heavy. 
"I think." | whisper softly, feeling a sentimental warmth travel through my body. "I think he would like that... 


My gut instinct is telling me that this is what James is longing for... | know if there's anything he truly needs 


deep down, it's the loving comfort and protection from his parents. 


Even if he insists that he doesn't deserve it 


Powell, Ohio 
DAVE'S PON: 

An eating disorder. 
Anorexia 


An eerie chill shoots through my whole body as | think about exactly what my parents told me..The horrible 


news they shared with me over the phone. 
My wife was right. 


James is suffering from a goddamn eating disorder. 


| didn't want to believe it when she mentioned that to me a few weeks ago..When Kim said that the signs 
James was showing were those parallel to a fuckin’ eating disorder, | got resistant. | pushed that idea away 
because who the hell wants to believe thats the problem?! No one wants to face the reality that 


their brother.. Their younger, amazing, humble, and warm hearted brother is suffering from anorexia! 


My parents called me just a few minutes ago.l'm still trying to process the information. It was all on Nikki's 
end..He gave them all of the info, because James asked him to... 


| wish | didn't have to face this. almost feel disconnected from the truth but | know that separating my mind 
from it isn't the right way to handle this. | haven't told Kim yet, but before | tell her anything, | need 
to apologize. | need to apologize for arguing when she told me her thoughts..Because her speculation turned 


out to be the truth. 


James is sick „He's been starving himself.letting his body slowly rot away over the months and | had no idea. 
He's hurting himself; inflicting pain on himself for reasons that even he doesn't know.. 


He was in the hospital, for fuck's sake! Because his body was so weak that his heart couldn't handle the stress 
of what he was putting himself through... 


Tears are welling in my eyes the longer that | let all of this swim through my head. The harder that this 
horrible reality smacks me in the face, the more | wish | knew what was going on before it got to this point.. 
| had known what James was going through when | saw him.Maybe | could have helped him. Confronting him 
when | noticed he wasn't acting like himself didn't do anything, but | still wish | hadn't let it be. wish | 

tried harder . 


"Dave?" 

My train of thought is broken by the sound of my wife calling my name from the other room and | 
immediately wipe my tears in urgency. | close my eyes and take a breath, using my energy to mask the 
anguish inside of me. 


"Dave..Are you okay?" 


| suddenly feel a gentle hand on my shoulder and realize that Kim has been here this whole time. Without any 


hesitation, | force myself to succumb. 
"Kim." | shake my head and cover my face with one of my hands. "I have to apologize.” 


Slowly, | release my hand and look up and into my wife's concerned eyes. | sigh, feeling my heart shatter into 


more pieces. Guilt is surrounding me. 


"For what?" She furrows her brows inquisitively and leans her head in closer to me, taking a seat next to me. 


"I heard you on the phone with your parents—" 


| can't even let her finish her thought before | suddenly let out a hitched breath. With a tear dripping down 
my face, | spit it out, feeling nothing but hot-blooded pain. 


"You were right, Kim" The words hurt to release, and my throat feels like it's about to close with every 
syllable. | look my wife in the eyes and shake my head. “James has..He has an eating disorder..." 


Saying those two words sends a horrible gnawing sensation through my stomach. | can feel my hand 


trembling. 

"He.He can't get himself to eat..and..and now he's so sick that he had to be admitted into the hospital-" 

"Hey, slow down babe.. 

Kim's squeeze on my shoulder tightens and now she has her other arm around my back. | can't even finish 
my sentence because now my face is wet. Sometimes, silent tears are the worst because all of the pain stil 
feels trapped inside. 

"Who told you all of this? Is that what you were discussing over the phone?" 

| can only nod my head in acknowledgment at the question, as more tears trail down 

"Dave, | know it hurts.." Kim is rubbing small circles on my back now as she speaks in a soothingly warm tone. 
"But this is important..You have answers now." | hear her take a hitched sounding breath in, and | know she's 
feeling the pain too. My heart is only breaking more. 

That doesnt make it feel any better, Kim! If anything it's almost worse..Because you were night! Its anorexia! 
OF all things. WHY does it have to be THAT?! 


| suddenly feel a burst of frustration inside me as | find my voice again. 


‘lm sorry for arguing when you said it.Because you were right!" My tear-stricken eyes widen. "He's sick , 
Kim! He's hurting himself for what reason?! | don't know , but why?! " 


"Because it's an illness, Dave." 


Kim's eyes hold an enormous level of compassion and empathy as she speaks in a steady tone.She keeps her 
comforting hand on my back and shakes her head, while shifting her gaze down 


"He can't help it..." 


"Do you know what they told me? My parents?" My voice shakes with sickening perturbation. "They told me 
that DJ.." | pause as the truth stabs me in the chest, making me feel like my guts are exploding out of my 
body. "DJ found him.He had collapsed in his hotel room in the middle of the night and he couldn't wake him 
up... I'm practically whispering. can feel the words come out of my mouth but | can't hear them. Its the 
sensation of my lips moving without knowing what's been said. "He..". | shake my head with urgency, trying to 
keep the tears away. "He had an arrhythmia.His potassium dropped so low that it caused an arrhythmia-" 


"He was probably purging... 


Kim's voice is shaking as she takes a deep breath in. "That happens..The severe dehydration throws the 
electrolytes off and causes cardiac irregularities." She takes a sharp breath and squeezes my shoulder 


tighter. 
"They..They didn't say anything about purging.” 


‘lm not saying its certain." Kim's voice is low but there's a sickening sense of dread evident in her words. 


"But its a possibility.. " 


Abruptly, | shake my head as reality continues to punch me in the chest with a suffocating force. My head is 


back in my hands now. 


"I wish he would have talked to me..". | shake my head while speaking through my anguish. "If he had reached 
out and let us know what he was going through, maybe we could have done something." | slowly lift my face 
up to Kim again and sniffle, feeling nothing but guilt mixed with helplessness. "We could have helped him and 
supported him before things got to this point--" 


Kim's grip on me strengthens as she narrows her eyes in a sad, but knowing manner. 


"You know it yourself..James doesn't open up to many people..and when someone's going through something like 
this, it's even more difficult to let your guard down to be vulnerable." She shakes her head and gives me a 
small peck on my forehead. "H's just how these illnesses are..They're addictions.Secrets fuel them.|solation 
helps them thrive-" 


"But, I'm his brother!" | let out a sniffle and throw my arms in the air in pain-filled frustration. "I wish he 
knew that he could talk to me about anything..He knows | would never judge him-" 


"Of course he knows that, Dave, but that doesn't matter" Kim continues shaking her head with a sad 
expression on her face. "Maybe he didn't open up because he didn't want to.or maybe he was scared 


of hurting you." 


That last statement makes my heart clench.If there's one thing that everyone knows about James, it's that 
he's someone who always wants the best for others.. 


Kim is right.He's terrified of hurting and disappointing people... 


| let out a shaky sigh and slowly nod my head in recognition "He didn't want to..Nikki told my parents that 
he just admitted he needed help once he left the hospital." | lower my gaze to focus on the kitchen table. "Up 
until that point, he was in denial.. Wanted nothing to do with help...” 


My thoughts trail off as | feel my words die in my throat. Slowly, | move my head back up to face my wife, 


whose eyes are glistening with wisdom. 


“Asking for help is the first step.." Kim smiles, a bittersweet expression for the situation we're in. "Sometimes 
it takes a long time..But if there's anything I've learned from having a Real Estate partner who's dealt with 
addiction and an eating disorder it's that someone can only get better if they want to." 


A sigh escapes my lips and | nod my head. 


"I know.." | close my eyes as | breathe in. "He's going into treatment in a few days.." | reopen my eyes and 
suddenly feel a strong sense of urgency. "My parents are visiting him before he goes.Kim." | lock my gaze on 


her with desperation. "We need to see him-" 
"| agree." 


My wife quickly nods her head and gives me a tight hand squeeze. "I bet he would love to see you, Dave." 
Empathy is seeping in her words as she gives my hand a soft stroke. "As hard as it'll probably be for him to 
show the vulnerability, deep down there's definitely that sense of longing..That protection and support that only 


an older brother can give." 


Tears are threatening to well in my eyes at Kim's words, but | blink them away and let my lips form into a 


melancholy smile. 


There are a few moments of silence between the two of us, hands interlocked. A sickening gnawing in my 


stomach is the only sensation | feel..because.. 
"What are we supposed to tell the kids?" 


| swallow hard and gaze at Kim with uneasiness. It was hard enough talking to them the last time regarding 
the pictures of James, but now ..With the truth; the real information.. How are we supposed to go about 
this.. Especially if we're visiting Los Angeles.Carson and London will be coming.. 


"We just have to explain everything in a way that they'll understand." Kim puts a gentle hand on her cheek and 


leans into it. "Carson will understand.lts more of London..." 


"She'll probably ask questions." | shake my head and let out a light snicker at the thought of my daughter's 


intense adamancy. "You know her..Always needs to know every detail.” 
Kim shakes her head with a soft giggle. "Of course she does.She's my daughter, after alll" 


"That's.." | breathe in and smile, wishing the action would allow this whole reality to disappear. “That's a 


fact." 
Usually laughter is the best medicine, but in some cases it just isn't enough. 


"We'll figure it out, sweetie." Kim's gentle words or reassurance pull me out of my head, and | feel her 
stroking my hand again. "I didn't marry a smarty for nothing now.." She winks and gives me a seductive 


smirk. "Did |?" 


Before | can respond, I'm interrupted by a soothing peck on the cheek, as | feel myself being slowly pulled up 


from my seat. 


“Come on." Kim puts her arm around me as she begins to lead us to the computer armoire in the living 
room. "Let's buy those plane tickets." 


Some time later.. 

"Kids..We have some big news!" 

| paste on a smile of encouragement as my wife and | summon Carson and London onto the living room sofa. 
"Your mom and | decided that it would be nice.." | pause as | feel my own uneasiness begin to swim through 
my body. However, | mask it for the sake of the kids..for this moment. "Carson.London.We're going to 


California!" 


It doesn't take a second before both kid's eyes widen to the size of saucers. | can make out Kim smiling 


through my peripheral vision, even though | know she's just as nerve-ridden as | am. 
"California?!" London's enthusiasm explodes through the room like a firework. "When?? When-" 


“Two days, Hon" Kim laughs and sits down next to our daughter, while | stay standing. | watch as she puts an 


arm around her back. "We're visiting your uncl-" 


"No way!" 


Now it's Carson's turn to burst in excitement, but I'm smart enough to know there's something behind 


it.He knows almost as much as | know about James. 
"We're seeing Uncle James??" 


Kim nods her head with a warm smile but subtly gives me a signal to initiate my kid-friendly explanation..This 


is the exact moment that I've been dreading this whole time. 


| dont want to do this.Just knowing l'm about to kill the happy go lucky vibe between my two kids feels really 


terrible, but what choice do | have? 
They'll find out sooner than later..When they see James in person.lt would be so much worse.. 
Through the rowdy excitement in front of me, | let out a soft sigh, fighting back the pit in my stomach. 


"Speaking of your Uncle.." | pause as Carson's young, but insightful eyes suddenly meet mine. There is 
immediate silence. "I need to talk to you guys about something..." 


| slowly lower myself down in front of the couch and lean in close to Kim and the kids, feeling the perturbation 
eat away at me from the inside out. Carson and London exchange curious glances as Kim takes, what | 
assume, is a self-grounding breath in. 


The lighthearted energy that filled this room just a few moments ago is now heavier.. Darker . 


"Do you have any more information?" Carson inquisitively furrows his brows with concern as he speaks 


slowly, while keeping his eyes on me. "Is Uncle James okay, Dad?" 


| wish | could say " yes, son, your Uncle is fine.." but | can't, and right now life feels cruel. Its unfair that this 
isn't a situation that can be avoided.We can't run from it. 


With a deep sigh, | hesitantly nod my head. My voice is low. "Me and your mother..We have some new 
information.” | close my eyes and let out a soft exhale while tenderly gazing at both kids. “Uncle James is 


okay..He's okay now.He's..He's going to be... 


| already feel my words wanting to die in my throat and this is just the beginning..This is only grazing the 
surface. How the hell am | gonna manage to pull this off- 


"What do you mean he's going to be?" London's voice chimes in but it's full of nothing but suspicion. She 


slowly faces her brother with narrowed eyes, then turns back to me. "He's not okay, is he?" 


"Sweetie..." 


Kim gently runs a hand through London's hair as the two lock gazes with each other. Carson, however, stil 


hasn't taken his eyes off of me. His eyes of wisdom .. curious, yet mature, observant wisdom.. 
"Dad?" 


| blink a few times to snap myself back to the present. Kim is giving me a gentle, almost coaxing expression 


now. London's blue orbs are glistening. 


"Your uncle." | swallow hard and will myself to go forward, even though it's painful. "Your uncle is not doing so 


well right now.. He was in the hospital-" 
" What?!" 


l'm caught off guard by London and Carson questioning me in unison. Although I've braced myself for this 
type of reaction, it doesn't make any of this easier. 


"Why was he in the hospital? Is he ho-" 


"He's home now.." | feel slight relief once Kim takes the reins to answer the question. She nods her head and 


takes a soft breath in. "He's home..Resting.." 


"Why was he in the hospital?" London looks at Kim with her bright blue eyes again, and | know she's desperate 
to know answers. Carson is playing with his hands in a fidgety manner. 


" Mom-" 
Before Kim can say anything, | bite the bullet. 
| know this has to happen. 


"Lon." | softly call my daughter's name and once she turns to face me, | take one of her hands, along with 


Carson's. "Carson." 

"You both may know this already but." | feel tears forming in my eyes but | swallow them down in order to 
push through this. "When someone doesn't eat enough, their body doesn't have enough energy to work the 
right way..” 

"When you don't have enough food, you can get very, very sick" 


A sharp, tingly chill shoots up my spine at the harsh reality that's once again punching me in the chest. 


London and Carson are both listening with intent, but | sense recognition in my son.. 


He definitely knows what l'm implying... 


"Your uncle.." | shake my head. "Uncle James hasn't been eating enough, and he got sick" | squeeze my kid's 
hands as | feel the pain travel through me. "He doesn't feel so good, but.." | force a smile that | 


really hope appears reassuring as | slowly but surely manage a smooth conclusion. 
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"He's going somewhere to get help so he can get healthy again.He's gonna be away for a while, so we're going 


to visit him before he goes." 


The moment that the last sentence leaves my mouth, | feel an immediate wave of relief wash over me; the 


sensation of a heavy burden being carried off of my shoulders. 
However, the silence that follows my speech is nothing less than deafening. 


Both of my kids are staring at me and now | feel the inevitable dread..The not so surprising anticipation 


of questions 


"Why isn't he eating, though?" London's eyes are full of curiosity mixed with confusion. My stomach drops at 
her directness. "He just stopped eating out of nowhere?" 


| can only let out a melancholy sigh as | release both kid's hands from my grip. | shrug my shoulders. 


"We don't know for sure.." My eyes slowly meet Kim's and she gives me a tight shoulder squeeze. "l'm not 


sure if anyone knows the exact reason.But that's why Uncle James is getting help.’ 


My chest tightens at the words that | never thought | would ever have to say. Never in a million years 


would | have imagined being in this situation. 


"The people at the place are going to help him figure out why he's not eating, and they're going to help him 
start eating the right way again" 


As the words leave my lips, | can only begin to wonder if what l'm saying is frue.. 


| hope to God that whatever help James gets will actually work.because | can't bear to face the possibility 
that it might rot. 


All | need is for my brother to be okay . 


Shattered Illusions Of Love 


Author's Notes: 
As promised... here is the continuation of last week's installment.. The family is visiting! 


To be absolutely transparent..This was so hard to write.. Felt very #cringe* and brought up quite a few 
memories of my own, but if you guys know anything about me € my writing by now, it's that | strive to keep 
things real.. no matter how difficult or uncomfortable the reality is. 


With that being said.On with the show! For a reminder, the timeline is as follows: 


Relief: Chapter 36 (Permission); a few days before James is admitted into treatment for his ED. 


December 3rd 206 

Los Angeles 

JAMES'S PON: 

"Come on James..Just a little bit.." 

Nikki's coaxing tone of voice suffocates me as | stare at the small cup of protein powder mixture that he's 
holding in front of me, while kneeling beside my bed. | wearily shake my head in exhausted resistance and wrap 


my blanket tightly around my shivering body. 


"This is the same mixture you've been eating the whole week." Nikki's concerned eyes escalate my inner 
turmoil but | know he just wants the best for me.. 


But.| just. cant. 
All I'm feeling is anxiety, and it's not just because of the food.!ts more than that. 
They're visiting. My family is coming here.. today. 


Just the thought makes me want to curl up into myself on my bed and hide away, but | can't..| shouldn't, and 
| know that. 


Deep down, all | want to do is sink into the comfort that only family can bring. | do want to see them, but l'm 
terrified. l'm scared of their reactions..What they'll think when they see me..How they'll feel . 


Shame and guilt are swimming through my body as | think about all of the lies I've told the people who love 
me..Nikki, DJ, Dave..my parents... 


| could have reached out to my family so many times but | didn't. | just neglected all forms of connection 
because | decided to tend to fuckin’ destroying myself instead! | have no excuses. There was no reason why | 
couldn't have reached out to them, even just to say hi or check in. They called me and | ignored the calls.. The 
voicemails.. The attempts to get in touch with me.. 

I'm a shitty person. 

| don't feel like | deserve to eat right now.. don't think | can stomach it.| feel like I'm gonna be sick 


"James..Please." 


The pain in Nikki's voice sends uneasy chills up my already freezing frame, and all | can do is close my eyes, 
hang my head down in shame, and stay silent. 


| can vaguely hear Nikki let out a soft, yet patient sigh as he puts a gentle hand on my shoulder. My eyes 


slowly open and l'm met with an almost coaxing gaze..along with a small glass of water. 
"You want to try this instead?" Nikki's brows are furrowed but his voice is low..Soft.Gentle.. 
| gaze blankly at the cup, expressionless, feeling nothing but perturbation and dread, numbness and emptiness. 


"James..Just a little bit..." 


| shake my head and let out an exhausted sigh. Now pesky tears of shame-filled frustration are beginning to 
well in my eyes as my body stays locked in place, tense, glued to the edge of my bed. 


Everything feels so conflicting . 
"Dude.Please. Your family is coming Today..Please try for me.” 
Yes, Nk | know! That's exactly why | can’t stomach this! Stop reminding me! 


"| know this is fuckin’ difficult but you gotta fight your head. You gotta try just a tiny bit” Nikki leans in 


close to me and whispers, while squeezing one of my hands. "You've been doing awesome for this whole week." 
Yeah.maybe | have but today is different! Today is a huge deal and I didn't have such a heavy dreadful burden 


weighing on me the rest of the week like | do now./t was hard enough to force the protein down the rest of the 
week./ cant do it- 


My stomach feels stitched shut.If | try to put anything inside I'll get sick.. 


"I can't.." | weakly shake my head and give Nikki a look of desperation, as | feel my heart palpitating 
uncomfortably. "I feel sick, Nik." 


"That's because you're anxious." | feel his grip on my hand tighten “Take a deep breath with me... 
| can only let out an exhausted sigh. He doesn't understand. | can't! 


Fighting back the nausea that's invading me, | let my eyes close and weakly nudge the water away, while 
continuing to shake my head, retreating into myself in the confines of the blankets warmth. 


"James..." 

" GUYS!" 

| jump in my seat at what sounds like DJ's voice and | hear loud, frantic footsteps stomping closer to my 
bedroom door from the hallway. My heart feels like it's about to pop out of my chest, but I'm so 


tired... fatiqued . 


"Dude.." DJ almost sounds out of breath as he bolts into my room. He darts his icy blue eyes around the 


area, but then locks his gaze on me. “They're here. ' 
What?! NO! No no no how can they be here already?! No! Fuck- 


My eyes must be wide as saucers right now. | abruptly release my hand from Nikki's grip only to hold my 
blanket tighter. My knuckles are about to turn white . In fact, my face probably is white... 


|... Fuck! They can’t be here already.. 

"I just saw a car pulling into the driveway." He nods his head and smiles nervously. "H's gotta be them." 

My body feels frozen in place and everything around me is starting to blur. Nikki and DJ are talking but | 
can't hear the words coming out of their mouths. My chest is heavy, my ears are ringing, and I'm 
lightheaded. 

| feel sick . 

After a few moments, | suddenly snap back to reality and see that DJ has left the room, leaving me and Nikki 
alone once again | close my eyes and take a shaky breath in, trying to ease the panic and uneasiness that l'm 


feeling from within. 


"DJ went to settle everyone in." Nikki rubs his hands together and pats my shoulder in a fatherly manner. | 


only cringe as | attempt to mentally prepare myself for what's to come... 


There is complete silence . 
"James?" 


Nikki's voice sounds so far away because the only thing that's brought up to the surface at the moment is 
my own anxiety..The frantic screams in my head..The resistance and the guit and the shame- 


| quickly blink a few times and force a smile, despite the sense of urgent perturbation shooting through my 
body. Before | know it, | let go of my blanket and instead grip onto the headboard of my bed, as a way to 
prepare myself to stand up. Just the action of using the muscles in my hand feels like it takes foo much 
energy. 

lm ready, let's go-" 

"Woah there!" 

Within a second, Nikki has his arm on my back, even though | haven't even begun to lift myself up from 
sitting. | can only tremble as | take in his caring and compassionate expression. The lack of insulation from not 
being covered in the blanket isn't helping, either. 

| furrow my brows in confusion, even though | know what I'm about to be hit with.. 


"What?" 


Nikki lets out a sigh. "You gotta let me help you walk over there, man." He shakes his head with concern 


evident in his voice. "I can see how weak you are..” 

Inside I'm flushing in humiliation at his comment, even though | know he's absolutely right.l'm embarrassed at 
what I've done to my body, that | got myself to a point where | can hardly move myself without feeling 
exhausted. | hate feeling incapable , but that's how I'm coming off. 

Pathetic. 

| adamantly resist, attempting to push away the shame that's flooding me. 


"No, Nik." With an exhausted, yet anxious shake of my head, | slowly lift myself up. "I got it... 


| can't even finish my thought before my vision is taken by black spots. | don't even know how much | lifted 
myself up for this to happen.My legs feel like fuckin’ jello.. 


"| don't think so..." 


Through my lightheaded, foggy mind, | hear Nikki's voice and vaguely feel him lowering me back down into a 
sitting position | keep my eyes squeezed shut as | feel my heart palpitating through my temples. 


"Stay for a sec..." 


Nikki's face slowly comes back into focus as | reopen my eyes. There are, however, still sfars and waves in my 


point of focus. | only let out a soft groan. 


"Blink the black spots away..." Nikki keeps his arm around my back but all | want to do is swat him away. l'm 


so frustrated with myself.. "| can't have you passing out on me, James-" 
"Nik, I'm AINE-" 


Without thinking, | attempt to stand up a second time, desperately hoping that | can prove him wrong. 
Unfortunately, l'm smart enough to know that's not how this works... 


My body is fried. 
| can't do anything anymore. 
Blinking away the black spots once again, | find myself back in a sitting position | feel so defeated 


‘Maybe it'll be easier if DJ brings them in here..". Nikki leans in close to me and keeps a gentle hand on my 


shoulder. "Ya know..Have them visit you in your room...” 


| immediately shake my head in urgency, but my body feels so weak. Every little thing | do empties out my 
energy reserves and | hate it. | fuckin hate this. 


"No." | attempt to sound confident but my words come out sounding fragile and fatigued . "Don't want them 


to see me looking..sick.." 


My stomach drops at my own statement and | immediately turn my gaze away from Nikki and towards the 
floor. The shame-filled humiliation that I'm feeling is disgusting 


| feel defective. 

Through the silence, | hear Nikki let out a heavy, melancholy sigh. 

"They're already expecting you to look sick.." His words are just a whisper, but they cut through my soul like a 
knife. Before | can say anything, he begins lifting my head up to face him again .| feel so exposed . 


"You are sick, James." 


| don't want to fuckin’ hear it, even if its the truth. | hate being connected to that word.. Sick . 


"I still have legs, Nik". My exhausted voice is seeping with frustration "I can still walk, you know!" | shake my 
head, letting all of my shame and guilt pour out. "And plus.l've already scared them enough..." | sigh and clench 
my jaw in self-loathing. "The least! could do is try to make this a little easier on them... 

The least | could do is try to make everything seem and feel "normal" 


Using whatever remains of inner strength that I'm still holding onto, | will my body to transition to standing, 
while mumbling under my breath. 


"Let's just get this over with..." 
Unsurprisingly, Nikki already seems prepared to help me up with a cautious expression on his face. | let out a 
heavy, drained sigh as | finally allow myself to succumb to the unwanted assistance, even though every ounce 


of it feels wrong . 


With every step | take, my body feels like it's dragging a pile of heavy bricks across the floor. The distance 


from my bedroom to my kitchen feels tremendous, even though | know it's not.. 


Nikki keeps an arm around my back and has one of my arms looped in his, and | can't help but feel irked by 


others fussing over me like I'm some fragile piece of glass. | hate feeling defective..incapable.. useless. 


As | get closer to my kitchen, the anxiety swimming through my body gets higher. However, it's the second 


that | begin to make out familiar voices in the distance that | have an immediate burst of panic . 
My body suddenly feels frozen . 
"James?" 


Nikki's grip on me tightens as he leans his face close to me with skeptical, yet worried eyes. A huge wave of 
nausea abruptly shoots through my stomach and | let out a terrified gasp. My heart is in my throat. 


| can't do this." | breathlessly whisper in frantic terror and start shaking my head in urgency, while 
attempting to pull out of Nikki's grip. "Fuck, Nik | cant- " 


"Hey, hey, take a breath... 


| feel my stiff body being lowered to the floor in the middle of the hallway. My breaths feel shallow and my 


chest is tight. The intense dizziness | had earlier is back full force now. 


"James..." Nikki's voice slowly starts cutting through my intense panic, as | feel him squeezing my hands. 


"Breathe with me..James..You're going out there.’ He shakes his head as | shut my eyes. "Just take a moment 


"No, Nik | can't!" | shake my head urgently again, while feeling sickening sweat beads drip down my face, 
despite the chills that are wracking my body. “This was a terrible idea-" 


"You can't turn back now, man" 


| slowly open my eyes to meet Nikki's again, with my heart still racing, as | hear his empathy filled words. 
"They flew all the way out here to see you..” 


My chest clenches at that statement and | suddenly shoot my gaze down to the floor, feeling such a strong 


urge to retreat back into myself to avoid dealing with this. Tears are threatening to well in my eyes now. 


"You're going to be okay, alright?" Nikki continues squeezing my trembling hand but | can't look up. This all 


feels so overwhelming! "James.Breathe with me... 


Through my suffocating perturbation | can make out Nikki beginning to imitate deep breathing. My eyes, 
however, stay glued to the floor as | attempt to take a breath in. | feel completely deprived of oxygen 


My chest hurts 

My ears are ringing 

My head is spinning . 

lm sweating but freezing 


| abruptly squeeze my eyes shut as a sharp, hitched breath shoots out of me. Nikki is gripping my hand 
tighter. I'm trying to focus on him. 


lm trying . 

‘Come on James.lh...and out..." 
‘bhale...for 1.2.3.4..." 

‘Big breath out..4.3.2.1." 


My breathing is so choppy that I'm finding it nearly impossible to get enough oxygen into my lungs, but slowly 
but surely, with the help of Nikki's guided breathing techniques, l'm able to steady myself just a little bit... 


It takes a while to feel safe enough to reopen my eyes and meet Nikki's gaze, but when | do, I'm welcomed by 
his compassionate eyes. My body is still trembling but feels completely burnt out. 


"You can do this, James..We're all gonna be right there with you." 

| still want to cry " No/", but | can't. The festering anxiety is still flowing through me. Nikki puts a 
comforting arm around my shaking frame and lowers his voice to a whisper, while gently running a hand 
through my hair. 


"| know you want to see them." 


His words send a wave of pain-ridden longing through my heart and | let out a small sniffle, feeling a lump 


forming in my throat. 
"| do.” 


My voice comes out shaky and small, and before | know it | have half of my face covered with one of my 


hands. A small tear falls down my cheek as my own guilt and shame flood me. "But not like this...” 


| shake my head, feeling my mouth quivering. "I don't want them to see me like this..". The pain is evident in 


my voice now, and all | want to do is hide. | don't want to face this..| don't want to hurt them. cant. 

| can't hurt them this way..” 

Tears are falling down my face freely as | bring both of my knees up to my chest and lean my head in 
between them. | feel Nikki slowly wrapping both of his arms around me, and this time | don't move away. 
don't resist.. | just let it be.. 


This all hurts so much. 


"Is gonna be alright.. Let it out, James... You're gonna be okay..." 


After what seems like an eternity, with Nikki's assistance, | feel calm enough to go forward 
"You ready?" Nikki squeezes my shoulder and shoots me a smile of reassurance as | slowly nod my head 
"LI think so” 

| take a deep breath, close my eyes, and let out the longest exhale that I'm capable of before gripping Nikki's 
hand to assist myself into a standing position The small wave of dizziness that lm met with is manageable 


with just a few blinks, but | still hold onto the wall just in case. 


"|. just need to use the bathroom first.Just for a second." 


Through my peripheral vision, | see Nikki nod his head but there's a sense of skepticism in his eyes. With a 
sigh, | turn to face him and smile. 


‘lm not gonna..do anything.." | look down and close my eyes. "Just wanna.Fix myself up.f | can." 


My hand trembles as | slowly take a few steps over to the hallway bathroom and twist the knob open with 
Nikki standing beside me. 


"lIl be fast, Nik" | whisper and gently let myself in the room, closing the door behind me. 


All it takes is one glance at myself in the mirror for me to cringe.My heart feels heavy and | 
feel shame .. Disgust..Loathing.. 


| look horrible. 

My hair is disheveled and choppy.My skin's coloring is off; lifeless „translucent. Even in the layers l'm 
wearing, my chest bones are clearly visible from the neckline of my sweatshirt. My cheeks are hollow..The 
circles under my eyes are so deep and heavy „My fingernails are tinted purple, and my lips are dry and 
cracked..There are still bruises on my arms from the potassium IV, even though it's been weeks since | left 
the hospital... 

All| can say is thank god those aren't visible. 


A tear is threatening to fall down my face at the sight of myself.. The self-destruction | put my body 


through is written all over me..and now..my family is about to see it in the flesh. 


With a trembling hand, | open up the first drawer under my sink and pull out a small container of face 


concealer. | suddenly pause. 


ks there even a point in trying to cover things up? Everyone knows what's going on. They know what to 
expect..What's the point? 


Just as I'm about to put the concealer back in the drawer, | hear a soft knocking on the bathroom door. My 
heart feels like it skips a beat and | quickly take a deep breath, wipe off my tears, and compose myself once 
again, before shutting off the light and opening the door. 

"Are you ok-" 


‘tm good" | force the words out and smile at Nikki, who has a look of concern pasted on his face. "Let's go..." 


This is it..i's happening 


Holding onto Nikki, the both of us slowly make our way into my kitchen. The chatter that | heard earlier gets 
louder the closer that we get.. An intense pit in my stomach forms in anticipation of what | know l'm about to 
walk into. 

There's no turning back now, James.. Youre doing this. 

The moment that we reach the kitchen, | freeze. | suddenly feel like I've lost all mobility in my joints. 

DJ is sitting at my kitchen table, anxiously wringing his fingers around with a nervous expression on his face. 
Beside him, in separate chairs are my parents. Both of them look like they're trying to hide their fear behind 
loving smiles. My chest is clenching. 


" The rest of the family is running a little late.. They should be here soon." 


| vaguely hear DJ's voice through my fog of paralyzed uneasiness, but | quickly snap myself back to the 
present. Its the very moment that | make eye contact with my mother when | feel a horrible, eerie chil 
shoot up my spine. 


"Oh, James..." 


I'm still frozen in place as | watch my mom get up from her chair to approach my trembling body. | let go of 
Nikki's hand and force a soft smile, even though inside all | want to do is run Run far away .. 


‘Oh, my baby..” 


She wraps her arms around me and begins rubbing circles into my spine. My body immediately stiffens up at 
the touch, but soon relaxes into it.. don't have the energy to pull away or resist. I'm exhausted.Drained.. 


| feel tears welling in my eyes at the maternal comfort that I've been desperately longing for. Deep down, this 
is what I've wanted..The nurture and safety that only a mother can bring to her son.. 


At the same time, it feels wrong.. | shouldn't be craving comfort, but | am.. 
"My sweet, sweet, boy...” 


Mom continues whispering words of endearment to me as she embraces my weak body. My heart hurts at 


the pain in her voice. | wish | could tell her that everything is okay and that I'm fine, but | can't.It's not the 
reality... 


l'm not okay..and everyone here knows it. 


Even though my face is being caressed by my mother while being pressed onto her chest, | can still make out 
DJ tearing up at the table through my peripheral vision. | take a shaky breath in while letting a few tears 


drip down my cheeks, as | hear my father standing up to join the two of us. He gives my shoulder a strong, 
tight squeeze. 


That's when | finally let out a hitched breath and lift my tear-stricken face up to look at both parents. With 
my heart in my throat, | whisper in sorrowful guilt. 


"I'm so sorry...” 


| can hardly speak because | feel like I'm about to choke. My mother's embrace tightens as | let my mouth 


quiver. | shake my head. 
"I'm so.. so sorry.” 


"Shhh..." Mom continues to rub my back in a soothing pattern as my father shakes his head in loving sadness 
while massaging the back of my neck. There is nothing but heartbreak in both of their eyes. 


"Nothing to be sorry for, sweetheart..." My mother sighs and gently places a kiss on my forehead, as she 
slowly releases me from her grip, only to begin coaxing me onto the nearest chair. With her and Dad's 
assistance, | manage to sit down, sandwiched in between both of them. My mother immediately takes my ice 
cold hands and squeezes them. 


‘lm just." She shakes her head with tears welling in her eyes. "H's just so good to see you..To hear your 


voice..." 
Ding dong! 


The sound of my doorbell interrupts the moment between me and my parents and | would be lying if | said it 
didn't catch me off guard. | do my best to remain calm and collected even though inside l'm only feeling the 
opposite... 


"l'Il get the door." My dad gives me a pat on my back and | watch in dread as he stands up to fetch the rest 
of my family. There is a sickening pit in my stomach that isn't going away.'m starting to feel nauseous again. 


"Help yourself to anything | have in the house, ma." | smile at my mother, in an attempt to push the 
perturbation away, but my words are full of exhaustion, making it almost pointless to try to hide anything. 


"You must be fried from the flight." 
She shakes her head and rubs my hand, gently. "Don't worry about me, honey.." A warm smile forms on her 
face but | know she's trying her best to keep a contained mask on. "I'm just fine..But baby.." She sighs with 


heaviness and runs a hand through my hair, as | watch her eyes begin to glisten again 


"I know.." | whisper under my breath, feeling nothing but shame and humiliation, guilt. "| know, Mom..." 


" UNCLE JAMESI!" 


Me and my mother both jump at the sound of London's voice, and when | pop my head up, I'm met with her 
wide, bright blue eyes. She has an enthusiastic smile on her face, but | hate that | know.. 


| know that there's more underneath that. She may be young but she's smart..And Dave isn't the type of 
father to hide important family matters from his kids. 


"Hey, Lon" 

| smile warmly at my niece as she immediately wraps her arms around me like a spider monkey. As 
uncomfortable as it feels knowing she probably feels how bony | am under my layers, | still return the 
embrace and continue to smile at her, attempting to keep the normalcy . "It's so good to see you..Can't believe 
how much you've grown!" 


London's cheeks immediately blush to a rosy tint and | can only let out a soft chuckle. 


‘lm sorry | couldn't take it to that music festival." She gives me a small pout. "Mom wouldn't let me come. 


was sick." 


| shake my head and smile, while giving London a gentle shoulder pat. "Aw, don't feel bad for that. You're 


seeing me now, right?" 


My muscles tense up at the words l'm speaking. hate how awkward and unnatural this all feels; it feels 


so fake. | wish everything could stay lighthearted, but this situation we're in isn't lighthearted.. 


The look in London's eyes signifies that she wants to ask me something, but she's holding back. | could make 
out my brother's subtle expression of disapproval from behind her. My stomach only drops. 


| know what she wants to ask.. 
‘Uncle James..Why arent you eating?" 


My heart feels heavy with shame and guilt as the reality of everything continues to smack me in the face. 


l'm a ternble role model. 

Before | can let my self-hatred spiral any more, | move on to greet the rest of my family. Carson 
approaches me next, with a nervous looking smile on his face, but that's quickly dissipated by the fist bumps 
we exchange. | give him a hair ruffle and he just shakes his head and laughs. 


"Man, Uncle James! You know l'm fifteen..." 


"Yeah, and | know you like the hair ruffles so don't pull that on me!" 


From behind Carson, Dave and his wife, my sister-in-law, Kim are shaking their heads in what appears to be 


amusement, but | know better. My heart suddenly feels heavy again 

"Hey, honey." 

Kim slowly approaches me and lowers herself down to my seated level, while running a hand through my hair. 
| feel a chill up my spine at the empathy in her eyes; the wisdom. Something inside of me tells me she knows 
more about what l'm going through than she's leading on. 


"Kim.Good to see you...” 


| feel my voice starting to shake as | reach an arm out to her, attempting a side hug, while briefly locking 


eyes with my brother. My chest feels heavy. 


After a quick embrace and a loving hand squeeze from Kim, she slowly moves to the side to let Dave have his 


turn. | suddenly feel my body freeze up. There's already a lump in my throat. 

Without any hesitation, my brother clasps me in a tight hug, with both arms wrapped around my now 
trembling frame. | feel the lump in my throat burst, opening my tear ducts again. | stay silent as a small 
tear drips down my cheek, and | would be lying if | said that | didn't hear Dave sniffle. 

Sometimes, in certain instances, words just aren't needed. 

In this case, the intensity of the embrace says everything . 

| force myself to relax into Dave's grip even though there's a level of discomfort inside of me from the 


shame seeping out of my tissues. | know my brother is hurting just as much as my parents are..and right 
now | wish | could erase everything that led to this moment. 


But | cant. 


After a few moments of what feels like deafening silence between the two of us, Dave slowly loosens his grip 


on me and releases me with a pained but loving expression on his face. 
“Thanks for coming, man." 


| choke out words, attempting to sound nonchalant and calm, while doing everything in my power to swallow the 


emotion threatening to pour outta me. 
“Anytime, dude." 


Dave smiles with a brief head nod before proceeding to take a seat at the table with the rest of my family. 


There is suddenly an awkward silence . 


"Uhhh..." Nikki's voice abruptly breaks through the tense energy in the room as he stands up from his seat 


with a crooked smile. "Anyone up for some snacks?" 


The elephant in the room. 
This is exactly what | feel like right now. 


With my family sitting around my kitchen table, that is now covered in a plethora of snacks, chit chatting 


away with forced smiles on their faces, | only feel like a fuckin’ disease. 

Someone who just contaminates this false sense of normalcy. 

| know this is exactly why Nikki created an elaborate food platter. know why he set up my kitchen table with 
cheese and crackers, chips and salsa, veggies and ranch, and various drinks. He did it to break the tension and 
to try to ease the discomfort that everyone is feeling right now..But you know what? 

It only makes me feel fense. 

Sure, my family may be smiling and laughing. Carson and DJ may be throwing food at each other right now in 
the midst of a childlike battle, Kim and London may be conversing over girly things, and Nikki may be casually 
chatting over whatever comes to his mind with both of my parents, but | know way fucking better. 


Its all a damn act. 


It's easier to pretend that what's actually happening isn’t the reality, because who wants to be in this 
situation?! 


| dont. 


No one feels carefree right now..and l'm included in this. Seeing everyone gathered around me desperately 
trying to push away the fact that this situation is what we're all living is just painful All| feel is guilt.and it 
only strengthens with every moment that passes. 


An uncomfortable pit gnaws in my stomach as | remember my birthday on tour.Nikki and DJ brought a 
birthday cake to my hotel room, knowing very well that | wasn't gonna touch it, but they did to create that 
sense of normal ..[hey did it to attempt one day of lightheartedhess .. 


It was only the opposite . 


The parallels between that day and this moment are nothing but eerie. Every single person here knows I'm 


not touching anything on the damn table. 
And even if no one is saying anything about it, | feel the energy.| know. 


The worried glances that my mom continuously shoots at me say it all. The subtle eyebrow raises from Nikki 
and DJ make my stomach churn. 


No one expects me to do anything and that's what makes me feel pathetic. 

Pathetically useless . 

| hate that this is what everything has come down to.. 

"Jim, sweetie..." 

| blink a few times at my mother's voice and suddenly realize that I've been spacing out for most of the 
conversation going on around me. With a harsh shiver running through my body, | force a smile, trying to 
hide every ounce of humiliation suffocating me. 


"Baby, let me get you a blanket-" 


"No, it's okay, Ma.." | weakly shake my head even though inside I'm just feeling urgency. My chest tightens 


once | notice that the conversation around the table has now come to a halt. "I'm alright" 


"Baby, your hands are like ice cubes..." She squeezes my freezing hands tightly as | swim in my own 


embarrassment. Her voice lowers as she leans in closer to me. "Even under all of those layers." 


A flush of humiliating shame shoots through me at her intense swaddling. | can't stand others fussing over 


me like this, even if its my mother.It feels wrong. 

What makes all of this even worse is the fact that everyone is locking at me now. 

| don't think lve ever hated being in the center of attention more than | do right now, at this very moment. 
"Del, can you fetch me a blarke-" 

"No, | got it Mrs. Michell" 


My eyes bug out to the size of saucers as | watch DJ jump out of his seat with enthusiasm, stopping by me 


to ruffle my hair. | feel frozen again. 


All| want to do is protest; tell him he doesn't have to..That I'm absolutely capable of walking to my living room 
myself to grab a blanket, but there's honestly no damn use. 


That doesn't stop me from trying out of pure embarrassment and desperation, though. 
"I can get it myself buddy...” 


My lips form into a nervous grimace, as | attempt to lift myself up out of my chair. l'm, however, 


immediately stopped by my father giving me a firm shoulder pat. 


"You're not moving, Jimmy.” He shakes his head in disapproval as | feel my muscles stiffen "Let your friends 


help you..You don't look like you should be moving around right now, anyway." 
Before | can say anything back, DJ is in my face holding one of the fluffiest blankets that | have in my house. 
"Here ya go, dude!" 


The cheerful smile on his face only enhances my internal tension, but | force one back at him to try to ease 
the awkwardness that this pathetic situation is bringing. 


| catch my mother graciously thanking DJ before she takes the blanket from him and gently puts it around 
my body. | hate admitting to myself that | did need it.. 


| can't regulate my temperature anymore..at all 
"We gotta get some meat on those bones, sweetie...” 


My mom whispers under her breath with nothing but nurturement, but | just feel suffocated by inner 
mortification. 


Being treated like a little kid who isn't capable of basic human functions just makes me want to shrink into 


myself.. understand that it's no one's intention to come off this way, but it's all | feel like; a child. 

Needy, 

If there's anything that | hate the most, it's appearing helpless and needy ... Receiving constant assistance is the 
absolute opposite of my independent nature. I've always prided myself on my autonomy and my ability to 
handle things alone.. 


But right now that's virtually impossible. 


Everyone is coddling me like I'm a paper doll, someone who's at risk of shattering into a thousand pieces..and | 
don't deserve it. | don't deserve the love and comfort I'm receiving. 


| hate that everyone is witnessing me this way right now.especially the kids, although London doesn't seem too 


fazed at the moment.|t doesn't freakin’ matter. 
| hate that | can't hide from the harshness of the matter.. 


That I'm nothing but a disgraceful embarrassment to my whole family. 


Some time later. 


"So this is called the soundboard." | slowly reach an arm out to point to the machine in front of me, while | 


allow my body to sink into the soft couch cushions of my studio. "That's where all of the magic happens..." 


| watch as Carson and London observe the contraption in wonder with amazement in their eyes. I'm not the 
least bit surprised that London already has her hands all over the keys..Carson swats her away like a brother 
who's annoyed at his younger sister's pesky antics. | only smirk and shake my head, feeling exhaustion slowly 


weigh heavily on me. 


After a while of sitting at my kitchen table, the hard surface of the chair was hurting my spine because of 
the bones that jutted out, and as embarrassing as it is to admit that, it's the truth. Nikki sensed something 
was off without me expressing any discomfort, and with ease we all decided to transfer downstairs in the 


studio to hang out. 

| knew the kids would be amused and curious about what goes on in here, which is why | figured it wouldn't be 
a bad idea to let them look around. Sitting up was honestly taking too much energy for me, so being able to 
lay down on the couch down here feels a lot better. 

It's comfortable, but still humiliating. 

| wish | had the energy to engage with everyone more.|nstead of investing myself in this gathering to my full 
extent, | feel like I'm only half here. My mind is foggy and cloudy, my body is physically exhausted, and 


because | refused to drink the water Nikki tried to coax me with earlier | feel kinda disoriented. 


The conversation going on around me between Nikki, DJ, and my family sounds blurred in my mind. Every now 


and then I'll hear a few sentences; bits and pieces.. 


The longer that | lay here, the harder it feels to keep my eyes open. | use all of my inner strength that | 
have remaining to force myself to stay alert.l'm trying.. 


"He's exhausted...My baby.. a 


"another blanket.he's shivering." 
"leave you with him a little bit.for some time alone..." 


| could swear | feel someone running a hand through my hair and an immediate warmth is covering my whole 


body.. 

l'm sinking deeper and deeper into an abyss. 
A darkness thats far away.. 

Black 


When | open my eyes, | notice that I'm alone with just my parents and Dave, and it's at this moment that | 


realize | freakin’ dozed off ... 


My body is flushing with embarrassment again, but I'm so exhausted that | almost don't care anymore. | 
vaguely feel my hand being squeezed. 


"Hey, buddy..." 
Dave's voice swims through the hazy fog of my mind as he leans his head in a little closer to me. 
Shit... m sorry.” 


| mumble wearily as | blink a few times to get my vision to fully focus. That's when | clearly see my brother 


kneeling over the couch I'm laying on His eyes hold a level of empathy that I'm struggling to absorb. 
"Hey, you were tired, man.. Everyone else is upstairs hangin’ out.. We didn't want to wake you up..” 


| automatically shake my head, trying to push away the weariness. ‘It's fine.." | stifle a yawn and begin to lift 
my head up to start moving to sitting. " ‘m okay...” 


"Honey..." 
My mother gently brings my head back down, and it occurs to me that | must have been moved to her lap 
when | fell asleep. As much as | tell myself | should resist, my body succumbs to the motherly hold she has 


me enveloped in. The blankets that I'm covered in are giving me a sense of protection, safety . 


Being hidden and small conceals me.lt's the closest | can get to disconnecting from everything that | dont want 


to face. 


| just wish | could run away from it all 


"You're not okay, baby." 


Mom shakes her head with glistening eyes as she lets out a sad sigh while running a comforting hand through 
my hair. | lean into her touch and allow myself to sink into the burrito of blankets that I'm wrapped in 


"ll be okay... 


My voice is barely audible and even | can hear the pure weariness in my words. | close my eyes and breathe 


in, feeling mom's embrace tighten. "It's gonna be fine..." 
As the words leave my lips, a sense of heavy uneasiness begins swimming through my body... gnawing dread . 


| suddenly feel a tiny lump beginning to form in my throat and | don't know why. Maybe the fact that | know 


l'm alone with the people | grew up with is making me feel more comfortable being vulnerable. 
My guard only comes down around people | truly feel safe with.. 


A sharp chill abruptly shoots through my body and | shiver. When | reopen my eyes, I'm met with Dave's 


concerned demeanor. He reaches an arm out and gives one of my hands a tight squeeze. 
"Why didn't you say anything?" His brows furrow in heartbroken regret; guilt. "I could have helped you..." 


My heart clenches at my brother's words, but | can only shake my head. Fighting my exhaustion and fatigue, | 


squeeze Dave's hand as hard as | can, feeling tears welling in my eyes. 


"It wouldn't have mattered." My eyes close and | sigh, leaning into my mother's touch again. "I didnt want the 
help.!t wouldn't have done a damn thing..." 


"You're getting help now.. That's all that matters right now, Jimmy." 


My father squeezes one of my shoulders that is hidden under the blankets and leans his head closer to my 


mom, who continues massaging my head soothingly. 
"Sweetie, please..." 


She starts speaking under her breath, but the pain in her voice cuts through me like a blade. | slowly move 
my gaze towards her, forcing myself to lock eyes with her. 


All| see is fear. 


"You have to talk to these people who are gonna help you..". She lets out a soft sniffle and pauses to adjust 
my blankets, making sure my body is covered up all the way. | feel a gnawing pit in my stomach at the way 


her eyes are glistening with sorrow. 


"Talk to them.." She shakes her head and lets a tear drip down her cheek. "Tell them why you're hurting 
yourself.. Baby, please You have to let them help you...” 


My chest tightens at the sight of my mother crying, and | just want to tell her that everything will be okay, 
but her words are hitting me hard.. 


l'm terrified 


All of the fear that I've been suppressing about going to treatment is coming back to the surface again. 
The reality is smacking me in the face... 


I'm going to treatment..in two days. 


There's no more waiting No more telling myself that | still have time to prepare.No more extra days to push 


the reality away and pretend it's not happening... | can't do any of that anymore. 

It's happening now. 

It's happening and l'm scared. 

| suddenly feel like I've lost the ability to speak. My heart is beginning to beat rapidly out of my chest and my 
stomach is in knots. My eyes are widening as the inner panic bursts through my body, leaving me 

completely paralyzed . 

No.. | can't go! | dont want to go! | DONT WANT TO G0- 


"Jimmy." 


| almost don't realize | let out a hitched breath until | feel a squeeze from my mother. Every muscle in my 


body is stiffening up now. 
"Baby, what's wrong?" 
"No.Nothing.." | shake my head, hesitant to go forward. "I'm okay..I'm just...” 


| stop for a moment, as my stomach drops intensely at the gnawing fear that's invading me from the inside 


out. | feel like I'm being eaten away by my inner terror. 
| cant do this! 


" ım scared..." 


The words slip out of my mouth under my breath, but | know that everyone can hear me. 
Its okay. What are you scared of, dude?" 


Dave hasn't let go of my hand and only squeezes it tighter, while shooting me a reassuring smile. "You're 
going there to get help. You're gonna be fine-" 


With every word | hear, my mask cracks a little bit more.My mask that I've been using all of my strength to 
keep in tact is shattering, and it's dissipating right in front of my family, at this very moment. 


| feel so exposed..vulnerable..fragie... 


| suddenly start shaking my head in urgency at Dave's words. He doesn't understand! | can't go! | can't do if! | 
CANT DO IT! 


| CHANGED MY MIND! 
"| can't do this..." 


My heart is racing so fast that it's starting to feel like it's palpitating. My chest is heavy and feels like 


someone is pressing on it.. Frantic tears are welling in my eyes. 
"| can't do this. | don't want to go.| can’t go-" 
‘James.." | hear my mother trying to talk to me but | can't focus on her! | can’t! "Hey, baby slow down" 


She holds me tighter in her embrace and | could swear | feel my Dad squeezing my shoulder again. | can't 
stop shaking.. | can't stop- 


"You're gonna be just fine. know you're scared now but you have to go, sweetie" 


| continue shaking my head in terror at my mom's words. My whole body is trembling uncontrollably now. l'm 
starting to feel hot, yet I'm shivering even under the blankets. 


| can't breathe . 
"I don't know how long I'm gonna be there, and what about my job and my priorities—" 


| can hardly hear what's coming out of my mouth because of the screaming in my head but | know I'm trying 


to compromise now. l'm feeling desperate . 


Maybe its really not bad! Maybe | can get away with staying home! Do | really need fo go?! | don't need To go! 
| dont need to go! | don’t need to go! NO! PLEASE! I DONT WANT T0 GO! | CAN DO IT MYSELF- 


"James." 


Through my hyperventilation, | hear my father speaking. His grip on my shoulder is firm and his voice is 
clear, but it's gentle. It holds a level of softness. 


"You need to keep a clear mind. You're overwhelmed but you need to think rationally right now-" 


As | urgently shake my head, | finally feel a flood of tears start to pour out of my eyes. My whole body is 


flushing in humiliation, but | can't stop. | can't do this anymore! 
| can't do this! 


My guard is completely shattered.! feel raw and exposed. All of my layers have been peeled off, leaving all of 
my flesh out in the open to bleed out. I'm so fuckin’ exhausted l'm exhausted but terrified. 


Disoriented 
hconsolable. 
Delirious 


I'm shrinking into myself now, using the blankets as a shield. With my mother's arms caressing me, | feel like 


a helpless child who just wants someone to save them so badly, but | can't! 

I'm crying for help on the inside but | dont need help! 

| don't need if! 

My panic is so high that it's making me feel sick Nausea is creeping up my throat and | feel like I'm about to 
hurl, but there's nothing in my stomach to release. The heart palpitations are getting worse and now my 
chest feels so heavy that it's reminding me of the night.. 

Oh god... 


The night 


The same symptoms of that night..The chest pressure, the heart palpitations, the tingling of my limbs, the 


numbness, and..the cramping . 


"I feel like I'm dying...” 


| squeeze my eyes shut and bury my face into my mother's chest, as every terrifying sensation suffocates 
me, depriving me of all oxygen. My voice is muffled and incoherent. | don't know what I'm saying anymore but 
| don't care! 

"| think I'm gonna die" 

/ feel like Im gonna die and I know | need help but Im terrified and | don't want to go but Im scared that if | don't 
go lil die because that's what this feels like right now but going fo get help is just as terrifying and | dont know 
WHAT TO DO! 

"No!" 


| feel my mother holding me tighter as | tremble in her grip, letting all of my tears soak up the blankets. My 
mouth is quivering as | attempt to breathe, only managing shallow abrupt inhales. 


"Don't talk like that, baby-" 


Her voice is urgent but she's still trying her hardest to soothe me. | feel hands running through my hair 
again as | hide myself deeper and deeper into the cocoon I've made for myself. 


"You're not thinking straight because you're starving.. Your brain needs nourishment James..okay?" 


Through my suffocation, | feel my face being coaxed up from under the blankets. | don't have the strength to 
resist, but | don't want to look up! | want to hide.| don't want to face this- 


| need you here with me. Your father, your brother, your friends.. We all need you here with us.” 


Before | know it, my eyes are locked with my mother's again, but now she does have tears dripping down her 
cheeks. 


"You need to do this, James..for us.. for yourself" 


She shakes her head and squeezes me tighter, as if she's terrified that loosening her grip on me will make me 


disappear. 


"You're foo important to all of us..We just don't want to lose you." Her voice suddenly dies in her throat and is 


instead followed by heartbreaking weeps. 


Despite my own panic, | still manage to squeeze my mother's hand in an attempt to comfort her. Her pain 
makes my heart feel like its been cut open in shame .. 


"| love you... 


My voice shakes as | whisper to her, somehow managing to lift myself up enough to kiss her cheek 

"| love you so much..". | close my eyes again and let more tears fall as | shake my head. "I'm sorry." 

Ím so sorry...for everything 

‘Its okay, sweetie...” 

| feel my mother wiping the tears off of my cheek but more keep dripping down. Despite the self-hatred and 
guilt I'm covered in, along with the belief that | don't deserve the love l'm receiving, | still proceed to nuzzle 


against her, allowing her warmth to slowly soothe my anguish. 


"Shhhh..." She runs her hand up and down the length of my spine as | feel my body begin to release some of 


its anxiety-ridden tension. "You're gonna be okay, sweetie...” 


Her gentle nurturing voice plays in my head as | feel my breathing steady to a more normalized pace. The 


chest palpitations aren't as scary anymore... 
"Its gonna be okay... got you...” 


After a few moments, | lift my face off of my mother's chest to peek at her. Her loving, compassionate smile 


sends chills up my spine. 

"We're family..We're gonna get through this together, alright?" 

Dave pats my shoulder and leans in close to me, along with my father, who nods his head in agreement. 
"You're gonna get through this, James... You're a fighter .. IF anyone knows that about you, it's us.” 
Using the last remnants of strength in me, | slowly nod my head, while biting my lower lip. 

/ really hope so... 


| hope one day Hl be able to fell myself that this decision to get help was worth it 


Crystal Visions 


Author's Notes: 

So.] was *supposed* to begin working on my Christmas drop-in chapter, but instead | have this little treasure 
for y'all.Had the idea for a while but the urge to write it came very abruptly € spontaneously, so | went for 
it.Done in a few days! 


Timeline is as follows: 
You Have Come To The Right Place - Chapter Four 


Remember when Nikki brought James a "healing stone" when he visited him in treatment? We're flashin' back 


to that day..and the story of how that weird purchase came to be.. Enjoy! 


December Eth 206 
Downtown Los Angeles 
DJ's PON: 

"Ahhh... We're here" 


My eyes are locked on the clear windows of Nikki's car as he pulls into a parallel parking position right in front 


of an ominous looking building. 


" Earth Spirit?" | furrow my brows and squint my eyes to get a better look at the name written on the 


storefront, in whimsical pink lettering. 


Through my peripheral vision, | catch Nikki smirking with satisfaction, as he shuts off the engine and lets 
himself out. "The one and only.. " 


| can only scrunch my face up in confusion, while hesitantly following Nikki out of the car and into the crisp 


December air. 


To say this is not how | was expecting my day to go is an understatement. | didn't necessarily have anything 
planned but to hang around James's house and buy Rocco more pet food because he was running out..Then, of 


course later on | want to visit the center to see James. 


| can't help but wonder how he's doing..He's only been in treatment for ten days, but it feels like he's been 
there forever „lts just not the same without him around, ya know? | know he's in the right place but damn, 


do | fuckin’ worry. So much. 


A gnawing pit in my stomach begins to form as | remember what Nikki told me the other day..That if James 
can't eat, he might need a feeding tube. Despite the reassurance that Nikki tries to give me every day, | still 
have trouble pulling away from the catastrophic scenarios that my mind likes to create. At least today I've 


been pretty distracted. 


Nikki had actually offered to come to the pet store with me when | texted him, telling him that Rocco was 
gonna starve if | didn't replenish his stash. | was grateful for the invitation because | know having company 


always helps when I'm a little stuck in my head. Plus, | figured it would be more fun with two people anyway, 


but that's all | thought we were doing; buying pet food 
That has not been the case, at all. 


The pet food has been /ong bought.. Instead of going back to James's place to present Rocco with his gift, Nikki 


decided to drive around to god knows where and now we're here „At this weird fuckin’ place. 


The longer | focus my attention on my surroundings, the more | scrunch my face up. The windows of the 


building are tinted, so | can't even see inside. 


"What the hell is this place?" | shoot Nikki a skeptical expression as | continue to focus my vision on the 
storefront, trying to get a better look. "I thought we were just buying Rocco food-" 


"IFs called running errands DJ" He gives me a fatherly pat on my shoulder with a sly smile. "That's plural , in 


case you forgot.” 


| roll my eyes at the snide remark and shake my head. "Thanks for that important info dude, but how many 


times do | have to remind you that l'm not a kid.. | might act like one but I'm still in my forties, man!" 


"Yeah, yeah" Nikki gives me a playful flick and proceeds to grab the handle of the door. "Are you comin’ or 
what?" 


With reluctance, | slowly take a few steps closer to the storefront, watching as Nikki begins twisting the handle 


with a suspicious smile on his face. 


"Uh... You still never told me why we're here." | squint my eyes to, once again, attempt to get a view of 
what's inside the building. "I mean dude, all | see are beads hangin’ from the ceiling. What is this, a 
fuckin’ hppie guru store?!" 


Nikki smiles with pride before shrugging his shoulders. "I prefer to call it a New Age Center .." His voice trails 
off as he slowly opens the door to let the two of us in "Get ready to experience the power of spiritual 


healing ..." 


Healing? 


| shake my head and laugh to myself, but despite my reluctance | follow Nikki inside the small foyer. Directly 
in front of me are long beaded curtains separating the entrance of the foyer and the actual store. In the dim 


lighting, they look more like crystals. The sound of hazy guru tunes are heard in the distance. 


| stare at the mystical decorations in slight confusion, until I'm snapped back to reality by a firm poke from 


Nikki. 


"What the heck are ya waiting for?" He lets out a snicker. “You're acting like you've never seen beads 


before!" 


| raise my eyebrows and attempt to stifle the urge to mock Nikki's sarcasm. | just don't understand what the 


point of coming here is. 


"Are you scared?" He smirks and ruffles my Mohawk as | swat him away like an embarrassed kid. "You think 
the crystals and beads are gonna eat ya-" 


‘Oh would ya shut up?" | roll my eyes in exasperation, feigning offense. "You're such a dork." 


"There are worse things | could be, dude..". | watch as Nikki slowly peeks his head through the beaded curtains 


in what appears to be mesmerization. "Come on, man.. You're gonna love it here!" 


With one last eye roll and a head shake, | allow Nikki to open the curtains to me. Maybe | should 
say whp them..[he dude is way too enthusiastic right now- 


"Welcome to Earth Spirit!" 


The beaded curtains clank into one another a little too forcefully, due to Nikki's excitement, but before | can 


even comment on his dorkiness , l'm met with an intense woof of incense . My nostrils immediately flare up 


and | shudder. 


"Geez, Nik! That shit is strong-" | cough dramatically and squeeze my eyes shut for a moment to try to 
clear my sinuses. "You actually enjoy this shit?!" 


"Ahhh..The sweet smell of herbs ." 


Nikki's voice trails in the distance, and when | reopen my eyes, | catch him inhaling the fumes with a serene 


smirk on his face. | narrow my eyes at him. 


" Weirdo." 


After a few moments of standing in the same spot, watching Nikki take in the incense like his life depends on it, 
| feel my curiosity getting the best of me. | begin to observe my surroundings of this so-called New 

Age shop as | hear Fleetwood Mac's Dreams start to play through the shop's loudspeakers. 

Now there you go again, you say you want your freedom 

Well, who am I fo keep you down? 

fts only right that you should play the way you feel it 

But listen carefully to the sound of your loneliness 


Stevie's hazy voice reverberates through the room, but the words of the song just remind me of how much | 


miss James..and how lonely he must feel being at the center... 

Like a heartbeat, drives you mad 

h the stillness of remembering what you had 

And what you lost 

OF what you had 

And what you lost 

Does he think about everything he's sacrificed by hurting himself? Does he miss the life that he had before 
all of this crap happened? Does he wonder what he would be doing right now if he wasn't stuck in 
treatment? | sure do. always think about him.. Maybe a little foo much..But that's because | 

fuckin’ care about him and | worry. He's my best bud.. 

| wish he was able to see himself the way that everyone around him sees him; someone who's worthy and 


genuine..Someone who is so important to the people in his life..Someone who makes such a positive impact on 
others.. 


Thunder only happens when its raining 

Players orly love you when theyre playing 

They say women, they wil come and they will go 
When the ran washes you clean, youll know 


Youll know 


Now here | go again, | see the crystal vision 

| keep my visions to myself 

its only me who wants fo wrap around your dreams and 
Have you any dreams youd lke fo sell? 

Dreams of loneliness- 

"Lost in the music, | see?" 


| immediately jump at Nikki's voice, but quickly compose myself when | see him smirking with satisfaction as he 


rummages through a bowl of various colored crystals. 

| shrug my shoulders with nonchalance, pushing away the dreariness within. "It fits the atmosphere." 

Thunder only happens when it's raining 

Players only love you when theyre playing 

They say women, they will come and they will go 

When the rain washes you clean yout know 

Stevie's angelic singing continues sucking me into her hazy world. l'm not gonna lie..Despite the slight heaviness 
weighing down on me, it's still pretty damn relaxing. | slowly begin walking around the store, letting the tune 
loosen up my muscles. 

"There's a reason why | consider Rumours one of the best rock albums of all time." Nikki smiles and sways to 


the music as he continues exploring the crystal bowl. "Ya remember that interview, right? One of our 


earliest ones together... 

Thunder only happens when its raining 

Qoh-ooh, players only love you when theyre playing 
They say women, they will come and they will go 


When the rain washes you clean yout! know 


| nod my head absentmindedly as my mind continues to wander. A small smile starts creeping on my face at 


the memory..That interview was so long ago.. Damn , what | would do to go back to that simpler time. 
Ooh, when the rain washes you clean yout know 

Youll know 

Youll know 


Youll know 


The moment that | hear the song end, | finally force myself to fully absorb the whole atmosphere of this 


place.. 


The store is dimly lit with bohemian style lanterns hanging from the ceiling, which is also littered in wavy, 
colorful tye dye tapestries. The walls are painted a burnt orange color and are full of intricate items. To the 
left are shelves displaying various pieces of whimsical jewelry; necklaces, bracelets and earrings in the shape of 
moons, stars, and signs of the zodiac. The other side of the store holds a collection of tarot cards and 
informational books on meditation, yoga and crystal healing .Ya know, all that Appie shit. There are also huge 
sections dedicated to rocks .. All types of rocks. My nostrils are still stuffy from the strong essential oils 
that are consistently being sprayed around the area. 


"Mesmerized, eh?" 


"Hm?" | snap my head around at Nikki whose face is painted with a shit eating grin. | shake my head with an 
eye roll. "Nah, | was just taking in these lovely surroundings.’ 


"Hey, man. Give it a chance! We've only been here for five minutes." 


Nikki nudges me impatiently, pestering me to follow him around the store. As reluctant as | am about being 
here, | can admit that it seems interesting .. 


"And you were callin’ me the kid." | shake my head at the vivacious energy radiating out of Nikki's soul, while 
whispering under my breath with amusement. ‘I've never seen someone so excited over fuckin voodoo shit-" 


"Don't knock it till you try it, dude." 


| can only shake my head while | continue following Nikki around the store. The dude looks like he's never seen 
something so amazing before.. | just don't understand. | get that he's had his whole spiritual awakening when 
he got sober but damn ..This shit is a whole new level.. 


"You know..You still never told me why we're here." | raise my eyebrows as | walk, passing by a plethora of 


different colored stones. 


Nikki turns his head around to face me, as he stops to stand by the stone display. "Well. thought that maybe 
we could buy James something to bring to him later when we visit” | watch as he eyes some of the trinkets 


on the forefront. 


"Buy him something?" | furrow my brows in confusion and scan the store's interior again. The whole damn 


place just screams Deadhead Hippie. | snicker. "From here ?" 
" Yes , from here." Nikki rolls his eyes as if | said the most outrageous thing he's ever heard. "I was thinkin’ 
maybe something like one of these healing sfones .." He smiles while bringing an emerald colored pebble up to his 


face. 


My eyes narrow in suspicion as | fight the urge to laugh, while observing the so-called mystical object in his 


hand. "You mean a rock ?" 
"No, a healing stone , DJ" Nikki shakes his head and looks at me with piercing eyes, making sure to enunciate 
every syllable of the two words, as if | fofally didn't understand what he just said. "It's not just a rock." He 


smiles with satisfaction as his eyes become dreamy. "It's way better..." 


| take a breath in, making sure to make my eye roll overtly noticeable and shake my head with bewilderment, 


while slowly wandering away from the rock section. "Whatever ya say, buddy." 
"Hey! Open your mind, dude!" 
| turn around and face Nikki with raised eyebrows and an amused smirk 


"Healing stones heal Hence the name.." Nikki returns the smirk but he's nothing but adamant. "You just don't 


know because you haven't tried them yet-" 


l'm just about to shoot out a sarcastic rebuttal but before | can, I'm interrupted by the sound of platform 
boots clanking on the ground. 


"Well, hello there!” 


A chirpy female voice swims through the area l'm in and when | turn my gaze away from Nikki, my eyes meet 
those of a young woman dressed in what appears to be seventies style clothing.Beige platforms, faded bell 
bottom jeans, a hppie - lookin’ flowing shawl and a golden crescent necklace. She has a shaggy, blonde bob 
haircut, and if | really take a good look at her, she pretty much resembles a younger Stevie Nicks. 


Figures. 


A crooked smile forms on my lips at the not-so-surprising irony.Not that | was expecting anything less from 
a store like this.. 


"Is there anything | can help you two with?" 


The unique specimen, who I'm now assuming works here, beams with curiosity as she begins observing Nikki, 
who seems infatuated with those healing stones. 


He immediately chimes in, happily, shooting her a friendly grin. "Actually, yes..'m curious about your variety 
of healing crystals.." He glances at me and smirks before continuing. "I have a friend who's in need of some 
spiritual healing.. Thought coming here would be the right spot" 


The Stevie doppelgänger nods her head immediately with a satisfied smile on her face. "You're in the right 
place! Have you ever been to Earth Spirit before?" 


Nikki shakes his head. "I have not, but I'm happy to be here!" 
"Well I'm glad to hear..Let's see what | can help you find for this friend of yours... 


| watch as Nikki and the Appie chick, who | gotta admit is pretty damn hot , begin rummaging through the 
various stones on the display table. After a few moments of gazing at her unique beauty, | suddenly catch her 


glancing at me. A smirk appears on her face as she nudges Nikki. 
"Your friend who needs the stones..You must be talking about this fine gentleman-" 


"Oh no, no!" | immediately shake my head and laugh, feeling slight mortification "I'm just accompanying my 


pal..Our friend's not here right now-" 


| wave my hand around to shrug off the mistake, but to my dismay, both Nikki and the bohemian employee 


seem extra interested in me right now. 


"Well, who says that you can't use some spiritual healing yourself, eh?" Nikki's lips form into a devilish grin 
before he turns back to the woman. "I was actually just tellin my dude, DJ, over here about healing stones 
and he didn't seem to buy the whole healing nature of ‘em.." He furrows his eyebrows and tilts his head. "I 


think we need to fix that, now don't we?" 


My whole body is beginning to flush with slight embarrassment, as Nikki continues to bust my balls with the 
store employee. | do my best to hide my internal awkwardness by laughing along with a smirk on my face, 


while the woman eyes me with what feels like mysterious intent. 


| can't count how many people come into this store and think all of this spiritual stuff is a hoax." She shakes 
her head and turns to Nikki. "It's actually so sad because | truly love the philosophy behind all of it.l'm an avid 
meaitator..crystal lover.incense user.." She smiles. "I cant even express how much it's all helped me in my 
journey in life.Just walking on the path of life can be so daunting but with holistic healing, everything 


feels easier ..." 


As weird as the idea is, part of me does wonder what the harm could be in engaging in some strange spiritual 


ritual. don't know though, mon.. 
It could be some weird shit. 


Nikki is completely absorbing every word that comes out of that woman's mouth. The dude is such a dork 


about this stuff.lt's ridiculous..But | still love him anyway. 


After listening to Stevie ut explain her love for gemstones and the meaning they hold for her, she turns to me 


with an expression of curiosity. 


"What do ya say, dude?" Nikki raises his eyebrows at me, holding the same expression as the attractive, 


whimsical female. "Wanna explore the power of crystal healing? " 


| awkwardly laugh and shrug my shoulders, not knowing what to say anymore..At this point, | don't think | have 
a way out of this. "Uhhh..| mean.Sure." 


My answer receives nothing but satisfaction from both Nikki and the woman, 


"Come on." Stevie gives me a warm smile and begins leading me over to where her and Nikki are. "Let me 
show you some of these beautiful crystals... 


"So..This friend of yours." The chick, whose name | now know is Stephane, smiles in deep thought, as she gently 
assembles a plethora of stones on a table for Nikki and | to observe. "What kind of healing do you think he or 


she needs?" 


"Well..'m thinking something along the lines of protection." Nikki rests a hand on his chin, gently, and eyes me 
for confirmation. "What do you think, DJ?" 


Honestly, | don't know how to answer this question.! have no clue what James needs right now besides 
support. | know he's the kind of dude that tries to handle everything himself, and despite him trying to play 
everything off when Nikki and | visit him, | know he's struggling..We've only gone to the center twice but l'm 


smart enough to know that even in treatment, he will try to put on a front that he's fine . 
My heart suddenly feels heavy.. 
"Hey..Earth to DJ--" 


"Sorry, dude." | shake my head and blink a few times to snap myself out of my thoughts and bring my 
attention back to Stephanie and Nikki. "I Uh..." 


"You see." Stephanie smiles warmly at me and waves her hands around the crystal display on the table as she 
speaks serenely. "Each of these special gemstones have different meanings. They all serve a specific 


purpose..and the magic of healing shows once the person starts using ther...” 


| furrow my brows in skepticism, but | would be lying if | said | wasn't a tiny bit curious. "How do 
you use them, though?" 


Stephanie glances at Nikki who gives her a knowing wink, then turns back to me with a dreamy smile. "Well, 
there are tons of ways you can.." Her voice trails off as she grabs a random lavender colored crystal off of 
the table. "You can use them during your morning meditation .Maybe burn herbs or diffuse some essential 


oils and place the stones around you while you breathe in the sweet, calming aromas... 

All| want to do is roll my eyes right now but for the sake of being respectful, | bite my tongue and smile at 
Stephanie, who seems to be in her element at the moment. From my peripheral vision, Nikki is smirking at 
me..He must be having the time of his life forcing me to listen to this voodoo lingo... 

"Sometimes people use them when they're anxious.As a grounding tool. By rubbing or squeezing one of these 
stones, your focus is gravitated towards the textures and ridges of the surface..and along with that, you 


absorb the healing properties of the gems at the same time... 


Stephanie slowly reaches an arm out to me with the lavender colored stone in her hand. "This is an 


amethyst..The crystal of balance, intuition, and higher wisdom .." 


| take the stone from her and allow myself to observe it even though I'm still not sure what James of all 


people is gonna do with a freakin’ rock. 
"You see, there's a stone for almost every spiritual need" Stephanie continues pointing out different colored 
crystals on the table while explaining each of their special healing properties . That's when | notice a sign on 


display.Under every bowl of stones, there is an explanation of what each of them help with. | begin reading 
some of the information.. 


BLACK ONYX ~ blocks negativity, increases patience £ determination 
ROSE QUARTZ ~ unconditional love, emotional healing £ compassion 
AMAZONIE ~ confidence, self-love ¢ creative expression 
HEMATITE ~ courage, inner strength £ grounding 


"Hmmm..see somethin’ ya like?" 


I'm snapped out of my thoughts by Nikki giving me a nudge. That shit eating grin from earlier is pasted on his 
face. | shake my head and snicker, but if l'm being completely honest with myself. James could use what some 
of these rocks claim to help with.. 

| just don't know if they actually do any of what they say. | mean, how could they?! They're rocks! 


| mean, some of these seem kinda dope." | shrug my shoulders and grab a black stone from the bowl. 


"Apparently this one's supposed to suck negative energy away ?" 


"Ahhh..black onyx." Stephanie pipes up with a passionate smile as she observes the stone I'm holding. "One of 


my absolute favorites..A very, very , powerful one too..” 
With her palm gently pressed into her check, she gazes at Nikki who is hazily smiling as if he's already 
absorbing all of the mystical powers from the being around such magical items. Stephanie soon locks her 


dreamy eyes on mine. 


"Go ahead..Squeeze the onyx." She speaks in a soothing, meditative tone of voice while smiling with radiance. 


"Feel it.Observe it.What does it feel like in your hand?" 


"Uhh." My lips curl into a crooked smile while | force myself to rub the rock I'm holding. Is it weird to say | 
feel a little pressured right now? "Its uh.lt's nice, | guess." 


"What does it feel like in your hand?" 


Now Nikki is egging me on and | feel myself flushing with awkwardness. If looks could kill, | think the subtle but 


piercing stare l'm giving him would have killed him by now. 


"It feels like a fuckin’ rock , Nik" | shake my head but continue glaring at him with a forced grin. "Can we go 
now?" 


"Patience." He shakes his head and takes an exaggerated breath in with a dazed smirk on his face. "A true 


virtue, indeed..." 


Stephanie nods in agreement and meets Nikki's eyes. "Absolutely." 


fifty minutes later: 
Who would have thought it would take practically an hour to pick out a freakin’ rock? 


Stephanie was so invested in giving Nikki and | the best experience that she purposely went out of her way to 
explain every stone in detail to the two of us. Unsurprisingly, Nikki already knew most of the healing 


properties, but it was all new to me.| gotta admit, some of it was actually fascinating..As reluctant as | was to 
exploring the store in the first place, | can say that | did learn some pretty cool stuff..Do | necessarily believe 


it all? Can't say... 
| don't know if I'm there.. yet. 


Not only did we get educated on each of the crystals, but Stephanie also gave us a mini lesson on essential oils 
and incense. You should have seen Nikki's face through the whole thing. The guy was in his own personal 
heaven.He was inhaling those fumes like his body would have withered away if he didn't. What a doofus . | 
couldn't help but snicker at him while Stephanie sprayed the different scents around us. | was way more 
interested in her than the guru items she was selling to us, but it's alright..| did have a nice view of her the 


whole time. It made the experience a little more bearable. 


Ultimately, with Stephanie's help and my intuition, we ended up choosing the black 
onyx and amethyst stones for James. We're gonna bring the onyx to him later tonight when we visit, but Nikki 
said he wants to save the amethyst for another time..Whatever floats his boat, | guess. 


l'm still not sure what James will do with a rock, but | guess we'll have to see..'m kinda curious about what 
his reaction is gonna be. He'll probably be so confused .Maybe he'll like it.l mean, now that | think about it 
James does have some pretty interesting things in his studio.Lots of candles..ominous lanterns. That mysterious 
lookin! wooden skull box..Who knows?! Maybe he just so happens to have some hidden treasures that none of 
us know about. If he does, it wouldn't be the first time he's concealed things from us.. 


But he really doesn’t peg me at the type of dude to do some crazy meditation like Nikki does. Ominous 


decorations? Sure..But actually using the objects for some mystical purpose? | don't fuckin’ think so. 


A smirk forms on my lips as | picture James trying to meditate with rocks around him..Yeah, James ; the dude 


who can't sit still for five minutes. 
| don't know, man... | don't fuckin’ know. 


All | know is that | can't wait to get outta this place and just chil out.. Maybe eat somethin’ cause damn , am | 


fuckin’ starvin! 


We've finally made it to checkout, but Nikki just won't stop chatting away with Stephanie. You know him..The 
dude can talk for ages. With my luck, we'll be here ‘til visiting hours start for James and then we'll never be 
able to grant him with his treasure . | laugh to myself but my body tenses up at the thought of possibly 


missing our visit. 


Sure, part of me realizes it wouldn't be the end of the world but with the distance between us, | just want to 
be able to see him as much as possible. | want to help him when | can.| want to make all of this better for 


him.. just want him to be okay . 


| really hope he's doing okay today. 
"Thank you so much for all of your help, Miss Stephanie .." 


I'm pulled from my thoughts by Nikki's voice and when | look up, | see him graciously smiling as he gathers the 


bags from the checkout counter. 

"| will definitely be paying you a visit again 

‘Oh, it was a pleasure." Stephanie smiles warmly at the two of us and hands Nikki his receipt. "I hope your 
friend benefits from the stones you chose today.lf you can, please give him my best wishes. always like to 


send good juju to those who | know might need it" 


Nikki nods and turns to me, as | return the gesture with a warm smile, admiring Stephanie's unique beauty 


once again. "Will do." 


With that, we both begin to make our way to the exit, but I'm soon stopped by a gentle shoulder pat. When | 


snap my head around, I'm met with Stephanie's dreamy demeanor. 
"Wait. want to give you guys something.” 


| watch in curiosity as she reaches behind her back with a mysterious smile on her face. "| just want to say 


thank you for being so willing to explore a whole new realm..Something that isn't your usual territory.” 
Within a second, me and Nikki are both presented with two mini bundles of herbs. The strong, but strangely 
familiar scent floods my nasal passages immediately and | shiver at the intensity. Nikki, however, appears 
completely mesmenzed 


"Oh sweet!" He breathes in the intense aroma with a grin of contentment. " Sage..." 


A small smile creeps on my lips at the word.| thought | knew that smell.But at the same time, what are we 
supposed to do with sage? | don't think | need to ask.lt's probably used for some special ritual or something.. 


"Thank you..That's so kind of you, Steph." Nikki nods his head graciously and inhales the bundle again. "This is 


some of the best around!" 


‘Oh, anytime." She returns the grin and eyes both of us with genuinity. "Please, use it during meditation.Keep 


it around your house to make it smell nice.Maybe you can even bring some to your friend...” 


| snicker and whisper under my breath, while putting my sage bundle in my jacket pocket. "Maybe..if 
it's allowed ' 


Nikki immediately nudges me but then quickly changes the subject as | continue smirking. Soon enough, we 
both say our goodbyes to Stephanie and make our way out of the store, walking through the beaded curtains 
that lead back to the small foyer. 


Before | know it, we're outside again, but before either one of us contemplate going back to Nikki's car, | pull 


out the bundle of sage from my pocket and take a curious whiff of it. 


"l'Il admit.tts not that bad" | shrug my shoulders but then let out another snicker. "I'd give some to James, 


but with those fuckin' rules he has to follow, who knows if he'll be able to have it-" 
" Really, DJ?" 


Nikki just raises his eyebrows at me like | said something so outrageous.My eyes widen in genuine confusion, 


but | can't help but make another joke. 
"What?! They might think its pot or somethin’, man-" 


"With a scent thé distinct?" Nikki rolls his eyes and shakes his head in exaggerated disbelief, as we both start 
walking to his car. "I don't think so." 


| only smirk at the banter between us..As weird as Nikki is, being around him is always a good time. And as 


much as | wasn’t planning on spending part of my afternoon this way, it was almost weirdly amusing. 


Almost. 


Within fifteen minutes, Nikki pulls into James's driveway and both of us step out of his car, each holding a bag; 
mine with Rocco's shit and Nikki's with the items from Earth Spirit. Once we get to the front door, Nikki takes 
a pause, pulls his bundle of sage out of his pocket and stares at it with a wide smile. With a slight brow 
furrow, | tilt my head in impatience. 


"Uhhh..." | sarcastically side-eye him with a smirk, attempting to resist the urge to roll my eyes. "We goin’ in 


or not?" 
| receive nothing but a shit eating grin from the dork in front of me. Figures 


Just as I'm about to snatch the keys from Nikki's jacket pocket, he stops me with a playful hand swat followed 
by a hair ruffle. 


“Alright, doofus.." Nikki flicks my head and | feign pain as he laughs, while holding his sage in the bright 
sunlight. "You ready to go and burn some of this shit or what?!" 


Burn it? 


Its the moment that Nikki turns the spare key into the lock of the door that | make the connection. Finally 
succumbing to the realization that l'm gonna be surrounded by spiritual fumes for the next few hours and | 
have no way of getting out of it, | take a deep breath in, shake my head and laugh, letting the traces of 


reluctance fade away once we step into the house. 


As weird as it might sound, sometimes the unplanned moments turn out to be some of the Lest ones.'m a 


spontaneous dude... 


Before | know it, the two of us are settled in, and while | throw my ass on the living room couch, Nikki makes 


his way into the kitchen with his sage bundle in a tight grip. 


"Alright." | hear him whisper from the other room in a serene tone. "Prepare to experience 


the cleansing power of plants ..." 


Once the strong aroma of sage burns through James's house and | hear Nikki's calming hums that resemble 


those of the fuckin’ Buddha, only one thought runs through my head. 
God help me. 


| hold my face in my hands as Nikki's humming gets louder, and soon enough, l'm being pulled off of the couch 
and led down the stairs into the studio. watch the sage bundle continuing to burn in his hand like a torch. 


This all feels like some weird ass dream. 


The last thought that swims through my head as | watch the smoke saturate the surrounding area is 


how entertained James will be later after he hears about all of this.. 
| really hope it gives him a hell of a laugh..lf forcing myself to engage in this strange ritualistic shit has the 


potential to spark even just an ounce of joy for him, then its all worth it for me. I'll do anything | can for 


that dude... 

He deserves it. 

Digs 

Psst.. 

1) In a very early Six: AM interview (Home Video), the guys were asked to state the "three best rock albums" 


- Nikki chose Rumours as one of them.. So yes, there IS a connection with Six: AM and Fleetwood Mac! That 


interview is actually what sparked me to incorporate some of their songs.hence my "Rhiannon" chapters, etc.. 


2) | learned a lot about healing crystals / meditation / cleansing herbs from my time in treatment! got very 
into all of it and have a collection of crystals that | still use to this day. I've also burnt sage before and, unlike 
DJ, actually enjoyed itDefinitely on Nikki's side with all of this, but to each their own! 


lve Got The Christmas Blues 


Author's Notes: 
Hi readers! 


Merry *early* Christmas, (or Merry Christmas Eve to some of youl) 

The long awaited Christmas drop-in is here, but... it turned out to be a TAD bit longer than | expected. 

The installment is in THREE parts..What you're about to read is the FIRST part. Every two days I'll be posting 
the continuations, because | want you guys to be able to read it all during the holiday season.. Usually | post 
weekly if | have multi-chapter drop-ins but because this is Christmas themed, | wouldn't want to be in the 
middle of January posting the last part! So look out for updates every few days! :) 

In my book's timeline, Christmas Day happens to fall between Chapter's b and 7 of "YOU HAVE COME TO THE 
RIGHT PLACE" so keep that in mind.. ALSO, whoever has NOT read Chapter's [2 through [7 of THIS compilation, | 


recommend doing so, since James's family is involved in these Christmas installments! 


Have a very Merry Christmas ¢ I'll see you in a few days! XOXOXO 


December 25th 206 
JAMES'S PON: 
uingle..uingle..Jingle.. 

"Rise and shine, blondie..." 


The sound of a soft, female voice along with a faint tinkling arouses me from my deep- ish sleep. Part of me 


can't tell if I'm fully awake or if l'm still half-conscious.. Disorientation would be the right way to put it. 
Uingle..uingle..ingle... 

‘It's time for vitals.Up and at ‘em’ buddy." 

As | hear the tintinnabulation increase, | let out a soft groan and press my face harder into the cushions of 


my bed. With my eyes still closed, | manage to pull my comforter up closer to my face whilst curling my 
body up tighter into a cozy position 


For once I'm bundled up enough to feel decently warm, and right now is not the ideal time to be woken up. But 
who am | foolin? There's never an ideal time to be disturbed here.'m lucky if | get five minutes to myself, 
without a staff member watching over me.. 


"C'mon James..You know what today is, don't ya?" 


The sweet, but very enthusiastic nurse continues trying to coax me up but all that I'm able to let slip out of 
my mouth is a groggy mumble. "Mhm?" 


To be honest, | normally wouldn't have so much trouble waking up. usually dont stay asleep for long, but I'm 
pretty sure my persistent grogginess may have to do with the damn meds Dr. 0 prescribed to me a few days 
ago after that amazing episode | had in the shower.My body is still getting used to them | guess, ‘cause I've 
been feeling unbearably exhausted throughout the days, and despite how much sleep | get, it never seems to 
be enough. 

Regardless, if someone starts asking me questions when I'm in a state like this, they shouldn't expect any 
coherent or well thought out answers from me..What day is it? | don't know, man.Every day feels exactly the 


same here. 


"Is Christmas!" the nurse exclaims, clearly dumbfounded, while running a soft hand through my hair. "Merry 


Christmas!" 


The moment that her words register in my brain, | feel a slight pang of embarrassment swim through my 


body.. 
How out of it must | be right now to have forgotten that it's Christmas ? 


Suddenly, it seems as though my grogginess has subsided, and | will myself to open my eyes. When | do, I'm 


met with the nurse's huge smile and a pair of silver bells ringing in my face. 
" Merry Christmas! " 
Her grin is spread from ear to ear and the light in her eyes is almost contagious... 


| only say almost because although it's the holiday season, I'm just not feelin’ the spirit of everything right 
now..ln fact, I'm honestly kinda bummed out. 


If it weren't for this nurse ringing bells in my face, | wouldn't have known today was Christmas. 


Every day in treatment feels remotely similar. wake up, get my vitals and weight taken, have meals and 


snacks, attend groups and sessions, and take medication.. That's /t 


Every day. 


The only distinction that gives a hint that it's December is the Christmas tree that the staff and patients 
picked out on a group outing.A privilege that | don't have yet. The clients who were able went out to buy 
decorations and the tree itself. Although | wasn't allowed to leave the facility, | was invited to help decorate it 
during a creativity group the other day. Well, technically | was obligated to, or else | would have been marked 
as non-compliant for that group hour and that's the last thing | want here..To look like a bad patient. 


Ever since the beginning of the month, the staff and patients have tried to make the facility look more home- 
lke as opposed to sterilizing. Holiday décor was purchased by various staff members..Groups were held 
surrounding the holidays and our feelings towards them.Rachel even came in the other day with an "ugly" 


Christmas sweater, but apparently she didn't mean for it to be ugly.. 


During our therapy session yesterday, which was technically a break from digging into anything worthwhile 
because of the holidays, Rachel spent a good part of the time telling me some interesting stories, the ugly 
sweater one included. She explained to me that she wore her favorite holiday shirt and a tech thought it was 
supposed to be one of those ugly sweaters..Ya know, for those get-togethers? Apparently that wasn't Rachel's 
intention in wearing it and she got offended.tn a weird, Rachel kind of way. 


| remember her eyes got all big and excited when she asked if | wanted to hear a funny but sad story.! said 
yes, because | figured why not? Anything for a bit of levity during what's typically an excruciating time for 


me. 


"l came into work yesterday wearing my Rudolph shirt and Col came up to me and was lke Rachel, | love your 
ugly sweater today! | looked at her and was hke.. ‘Wait./ts ugly? | was so sad!" 


The expression of disappointment was so prominent on her face when she told the story, but | have a feeling 
she did it to try to get a laugh out of me, and if I'm being honest, it worked.! couldn't really help it. That 


woman has a way of storytellin..Her and her very unique personality. 


In addition to the infamous sweater incident, Rachel also showed me a special candle that one of her coworkers 


bought her for Christmas..Get this..lt's pancake scented. 


Was | the least bit surprised? Not really, but it still made for a good story when she told me about it. She 
ended up lighting it during our evening Body and Soul group last night after dinner..Everyone was trying to 
figure out what the scent was.lt was pretty funny. 


F only they knew . 


Despite these very obvious signs that today is no other than Christmas, | still can't wrap my head around the 
fact..Sure, | knew it was getting close to the holiday but it's crazy how much my perception of time has 
distorted from being locked in the same building for weeks on end.Sometimes | can't tell if it goes by fast or 


slow here. 


Maybe these new meds are affecting my memory. feel like | don't know anything anymore. 
All | know is that | wish | was able to feel a little more uplifted than | do at this moment.and a little less fired 


With the nurse still smiling at me, | reluctantly lift my head up barely an inch, using the tiny bit of energy | 


have to peek at the clock on my wall.. a quarter to six. 


Goddamn.. Thats early.Even on Christmas you'll still get woken up at the crack of dawn for blood pressure and 
weights. 


| let out a long yawn and let my eyes droop back, eventually closing again, as my head returns to the pillow on 


my bed. | just don’t want to do this today..0f all days.| just want to fuckin’ sleep. 
"Come on, James..Wakey wakey..Let's start today off to a positive start!" 


The nurse is ringing the Christmas bells with enthusiasm and her voice is nothing but merry and bright .. The 
exact opposite of the vibes | must be giving off right now. 


Although my urges to slam my face into the pillow are at their peak, | force myself to succumb to the 
painstaking demands. With great reluctance, | sigh and nod my head, letting out a muffled " Okay..fine..this one 


time only... f 


"Is gonna be a great day, James!" | hear the tinkling of the bells start again which triggers another exhausted 
groan, as the nurse continues speaking with what seems like unnecessary peppiness. "Now, get yourself up and 


let me take your blood pressure!" 


Despite every ounce of me that wants to do the opposite, the rational part of me realizes that | need to stop 
being a cranky ass.Just because l'm not happy about being stuck here for Christmas, it doesn't 

mean everyone has to take on my energy. | slowly lift my head to face the nurse again, forcing a small 
disoriented grin. She returns the gesture but with much more genuinity as | cautiously maneuver my body 


into a seated position with my back leaning against the headboard. 


| watch as the nurse reaches a hand out towards the vital cart, which just so happens to be littered in 
Christmas stickers and gift wrapping bows. She pulls out the blood pressure cuff, which is the ultimate signal 


for me to roll up my sweatshirt sleeve. Once | do, she slowly wraps it around my arm with a warm smile. 


Let's cross our fingers for no orthostatic hypotension.." she winks at me and turns the machine on. "Maybe 


Santa won't give you Gatorade today!" 


| fight the urge to roll my eyes at the nurse's corny attempt at Christmas morning jokes.l'll admit that | do 
appreciate the gesture, though. She's trying..And | can easily acknowledge that it takes a lot of work to deal 


with me... 


I'm a piece of fuckin’ work. | still ask myself why others are willing to go out of their way to try to help me..l 
still tell myself there's no point and that they could be using their time to do something more 
worthwhile.Why me? 

"Well, looks like you're off the hook today!" 

My thoughts are interrupted by the nurse's sugary sweet voice, and when | pop my head over to her, she's 


adjusting the blood pressure cuff on my arm. With her free hand, she points to the machine which shows 
some surprisingly decent numbers. 


90/60 
"Let's see what you're like standing...” 


Before | know it, I'm upright on both feet while the cuff squeezes my arm again Within a minute the vague 
beeping of the machine along with the nurse's cheers snap me back to reality. 


"It's a Christmas miracle!" 


And with that, the nurse rings the bells once more and proceeds to launch a hospital gown on my bed, while 


beaming vivaciously. 
" Merry Christmas fo all and fo all a good night!" 


| shake my head and sigh, feeling my eyes threaten to droop shut, but do everything in my power to force a 


smile as | watch the nurse walk out of my room, dragging the decorated vitals machine with her. 


Merry fuckin’ Christmas to me..l guess.. 


James's Studio, Los Angeles 

DJ's PON: 

Purrrr ... 

I'm awoken by the sensation of silky cat fur rubbing against my face and a soft mewling. 
Ahhh.Rocco.. That little fucker 


The moment that | open my eyes, I'm met with the fur ball himself, laying right on top of me, staring me 
down with his huge green dagger eyes; the ultimate sign of evil. Well, according to James that is. 


Apparently he and Rocco have some kind of love-hate relationship..The cat is the ruler of the house and James 
is his slave . 


Through my half-conscious state, | snicker, letting a smirk form on my lips at the sight that | know James is 
probably so used to. can't imagine how many times that cat woke him up the same way he's doing to me 


right now..although sleep isn't a typical word in James's vocabulary, if you know what | mean.. 


"Merry Christmas, Rocco." My voice is nothing but a slurred mumble and | let out a long yawn, looking right 
into those emerald orbs. "Are ya gonna be a good boy today?" 


The cat curls into my chest affectionately as | pet him, while letting the reality sink in.It takes a few moments 
for my own words to hit me, but when they do it feels like a stab in the chest. 


Merry Christmas. 


Its Christmas today.l'm sleeping on James's couch on Christmas without James being here for it. This 


is not how | ever thought today would be. 


| knew the holidays were coming up and | wanted to decorate James's house but then | wondered what the 
point would have been if he wasn't gonna be here to see it. Part of me realized it would have actually made 
things a little harder for me too..Trying to spread holiday cheer when your best bud isn't around is kinda 
difficult... 


Things have been pretty tough the last few days ever since | drove to that liquor store to calm myself down 
after whatever the fuck happened when | tried to resist calling James. Of course this had to happen around 
one of my favorite times of year.Not that | would have wanted it to happen any other time, but the holidays 
are always a time | try to cherish. Halloween may be my favorite, but Christmas is right up there with it. 
Presents, fun, awesome fuckin! food.\Who doesn't like it?! 


This year is just a little.. off. 


With everything that's happened, l'm finding it a little hard to embrace the day the way | normally would. Last 
night | couldn't sleep becouse | was up trying to fight some pretty horrible memories that wouldn't leave me 
alone. Some of the most vivid ones too.. Of course l'm not surprised that it happened, but it doesn't take the 
Torment away from it all. 


| laid on James's studio couch awake for what felt like hours, in the pitch darkness, feeling nothing but pure 
dread and trepidation. | didn't want to cry, but | couldn't help it.Not being able to escape the painful images 
that kept invading my mind has gotta be one of the worst encounters anyone could ever experience. | don't 


have the right way to describe it and | don't want to.! feel tortured in the head, is all 


James is in treatment getting better, but I'm still convinced that he's dying because of what I'm constantly 
reminded of. It doesn't matter how much Nikki tries to reassure me that he's okay..They don't ever go away. 


My mind never stops screwing with me, and | wish | understood why! 


| got desperate that night when | recklessly drove to buy alcohol! | didn't know what else to do, and it 
worked.It worked for that one night and | ask myself if maybe | have a small solution on my hands for 
when episodes like that happen.!f | just drink a ltte bit to take the edge off when I'm feeling anxious, what's 
the harm in that? 


It's not like | would be chugging drink after drink after drink, getting plastered and then going on a drive to visit 


James at the center.Just a drink or two here and there to help feel a little more relaxed.. 


My thoughts are cut off by Rocco scenting my face and | let out a small snicker. That cat is relentless. He 
must be trying to tell me to feed his royal ass. | roll my eyes at the realization. 


"Oh, | know dude..You must be famished -" 


| shake my head at my own sarcasm and slowly sit up, letting Rocco jump off of me and begin making his way 
towards the door that leads out of the studio. With a brief limb cracking session and another yawn, | force 
myself up and eventually follow him up the stairs to James's kitchen 


Once | enter the room, Rocco immediately jumps up on the kitchen table and plants himself on a pile of unread 


mail. His eyes are about to burn a hole into my soul as he cries woefully. All| can do is laugh. 
"Chillax would ya?! You're gettin’ your damn food, alright? You already dragged me up here.” 


Without hesitation, | grab the bag of cat food from the pantry and refill Rocco's bowl up to the brim, 
watching as the cat stares at me with intensity. The meows haven't stopped.in fact, they've only gotten 


louder. 


"Damn, James is right!" | shake my head in amusement as | lower the fully stocked bowl to the floor, finally 
getting the king to halt his preaching. "You're a piece of work!" 


A sudden heaviness weighs down on my heart as | say James's name out loud, but | just have to remind 


myself that despite today being a weird Christmas, I'm still gonna get to see him with Nikki in a few hours. 


There's no way | would skip visiting hours especially on the holiday.lf there weren't limited times of the day 
dedicated to family and friends coming to the center, | don't know what | would do..| can't imagine how James 
must feel right now..Being in treatment on Christmas seems depressing, but if he was here instead of there..| 
don't want to think about how things would be playing out. 


Its hard enough fighting my head knowing that he's there getting better . 


That's the thing, though.!t must be tough for him to be away from home for the holiday. | hope that having 
mine and Nikki's company later can lift him up..even if it's just for an hour or so. He deserves nothing but 


good things, man..and | know he doesn't believe that, which just freakin’ hurts . 

Nikki told me that he's bringing a few things for James that could be presented as Christmas gifts. already 
have a feeling it's gonna be like pulling teeth to get James to accept them. | wanted to buy him something but 
| wasn't sure what to get him that would be allowed in the center he's at, so | opted to make him a little 
something special instead... 

Purrrr.. 

My train of thought is cut through by the sound of our majesty. | look down at Rocco happily chonkin' on 

his feast and kneel to his level before starting a one-sided conversation with him, with James not leaving my 
mind. 

"How do ya think dad's doin today, eh?" A little smirk forms on my lips, while | pet the 

satisfied monarch "Hope he's enjoying his Christmas so far..l'll visit him later and let him know you say hi and 
that maybe next year you won't try to kill him on the holiday!” 

| attempt to joke to ease some of the festering uneasiness eating at me from the inside, but Rocco doesn't 
seem to give two shits about James right now. He's obviously way too focused on more important things.. That 


doesn't stop the goofiness from comin’ through. 


"| know what you're thinkin’ dude, but | think you need to cut dad some slack for once!" | narrow my eyes at 


him, but can't stifle the snicker that | let out. "He deserves a break, ya know!" 
Immediately after the words blurt out of my mouth, I'm hit with a rough swat from Rocco. 
"Ouch! That hurt, you little stinker!" 


| shake my head as I'm met with a glare from the cat beside me; the silent way of telling me to fuck off. If 
looks could kill, | would be fuckin’ dead.. James wasn't kidding, that cat is pure evil „Sometimes. 


HI let it go.. | think while slowly making my way out of the kitchen. This one day only.. 


JAMES: PON: 


"James!" The sound of lively knocking on my door makes me feel like I'm about to jump out of my skin, but 


the extra jolly tone of the tech's voice makes me cringe more. "Time for group!” 


All| want to do is let out a groan. don't want to go to a damn group. want to stay in 
here, alone .. Discormected.lsolated . 


Its Christmas , but it doesn't freakin’ feel like it. Being dragged to a group only smacks this reality harder in 
my face; that I'm stuck in a treatment facility for my holiday instead of spending time with my family.. 


If I'm being honest with myself, | haven't done anything yet today, besides force food down my throat and 
reluctantly swallow my glorious new meds..Breakfast was uneventful to say the least, except for the fact that 
a certain chipper tech decided to try to lift everyone's spirits by playing Christmas tunes on her Spotify 
playlist. I'll admit that it was kinda nice.In a way, it made the meal a tad bit easier to get through, but at the 
same time hearing the music almost enhanced the everlasting melancholiness within me. Some patients started 


singing along but | just didn’t feel it in me to join them.Maybe later.. 


Typically I've been told that holidays at this facility run by a different schedule than normal days here. There 
are way less groups, clients are allowed to have their phones and media for prolonged hours, and the visiting 
hours are extended. Meals and snacks are, unfortunately, consistent, but | do appreciate the flexibility in other 


areas of the program. 


However, despite all of this, | haven't really taken advantage of the phone time.|nstead, I've been cooped up in 
my bedroom since breakfast and post-meal check in ended. | don't have the energy to try to face everyone in 
the facility today; not that | do any day, but today is different. Today feels a lot harder.like it would take way 


more effort than | have inside of me. 

| want to cry but | cant. l'm feeling a strange sort of numbness.!t's like my body can't produce emotion 
even though | actually wish | could release it. Again, it's gotta be because of these meds. | really hope that 
after a few more days I'll be feeling more like myself because all they've done so far is given me 

a zombified, watered down, cloudy aura. 

| don't feel with it.l just want to be alone. 

"Come on, James.lt's just gonna be a quick little group. You can chill out here right after!" 

Now the tech has my door open a tad with her smiling face peeking out. Her eyes are full of enthusiasm but 
| can't connect to anything within me that's remotely as upbeat as the energy she's giving off. Compared to 


her, I'm just a dark gloomy cloud She's a ray of fuckin’ sunshine. 


| let out a soft sigh but stay silent, feeling my own stomach gnaw in relentless sorrow. | have absolutely no 


motivation for anything.. 
"Hey, what's wrong?" 


Before | know it, the tech is seated in a chair beside my bed as | stay crossed legged on the mattress, my 
face facing the floor. 


"Nothin'.l'm alright..." | let out a yawn and wrap my arms around myself. "Just tired.” 


"| think there might be more to it than that,” the tech furrows her brows in concern and tilts her head at me 
with empathetic eyes. "The holiday got you bummed out?" 


| shake my head and force a smile, "Might just be the new meds I'm on" 


From the expression on her face, | can tell that the tech doesn't believe me, but who is she to even care.|ts 


not like she's my therapist who's obligated to try to counsel me and comfort me during times of "need." 


"Well, that's something you could always talk to Dr. O about, the next time she's here." She gives me a soft 


smile. "But for now, we just have to wait it out.! know that kinda sucks sometimes, but it's necessary.” 
| nod my head and sigh. "Yeah, | know..” 


"You don't have to talk to me if you don't want to, but | just figured I'd come in to see how you're doing since 


you've been stuck in this room for a while.” 


‘lm alright, really." | shrug my shoulders and carefully adjust myself on my bed, somewhat hoping that my 
movements will signify that | don't want to be having this conversation. "It's just.. different, spending 
Christmas here, ya know?" 


My heart feels heavy as | reminisce over past Christmases with my family. Normally, | would be surrounded 
by the people | love. would be back in Michigan with my parents, or at Dave and Kim's house in Ohio 
celebrating with them. We would all be gathered together in high spirits, catching up with one another whilst 
eating the big meal.Laughing over things only the close-knitted circle would understand..Watching Carson and 
London be kids while the adults sat around with their adult beverages..Well, when | was still drinking, that is. 


The point is, holidays should be spent with family.not in treatment, but this is where | am for this Christmas. 


It's just not the same... 


"| know it's not ideal.. but you're in the right place at the right time, James" The tech gives me a 
compassionate smile as she locks eyes with me. "It might not feel like it now, but | guarantee when next year 


comes around, you'll be grateful that you were here, even for the holiday." 


Some part of me knows she's absolutely right, even if at the moment my mind feels completely clouded by 


sadness. | slowly nod my head in acknowledgment. "You're right... 


"We know its not fun being here for Christmas, so we want to try to keep everyone's spirits up," she tilts her 
head and winks at me. "Thats why we had you guys decorate the tree.We want you to feel like you're still 
able to celebrate even if it's not the typical way." Her eyes are glistening with benevolence as she continues. 


It may not be the same, but we want you to try to make the most of it... 


| sigh, attempting to let the words absorb into the groggy, hollow, melancholy fog of my mind "l 
understand..lt is what it is, | guess." 


The tech shrugs her shoulders and grins, this time leaning in a little closer to me. Her voice lowers. 

"Now technically the group isn’t mandatory, but as you know it's strongly encouraged that all clients attend 
whatever groups are offered You don't get penalized for skipping today, but in my opinion, | do think you could 
use some perking up." She narrows her eyes and smirks at me in a playful manner. 


"So, why don't you join us for this short holiday group," she tilts her head warmly. "I think you'll enjoy it." 


| take a deep breath, close my eyes and force myself to nod my head, even though it's the exact opposite of 
what | want to do. "Alright." 


What's the worst that can happen, right? 
"Now that's the spirit!" 


The last sensation | feel through my body as | watch the tech leave my room, while summoning me along with 


a smile, is reluctance. 


Dave £ Kim's House 

Powell, Ohio 

DAVES PON: 

‘Its the most wonderful time of the year.." 


The jolly Christmas tunes reverberate throughout the kitchen from my cell phone, and | can't help but smile. 
| love this time of year. 


Maybe | still have the mind of a teenager sometimes, but ever since | was a kid I've held the same excitement 


over the holiday season. In fact, | think that as the years have gone on, my love for it has increased.] guess 


that could be blamed on my wife and two kids. 


Our house is decorated spectacularly, thanks to Kim, the real estate agent herself. London never misses an 
opportunity to join her in that.Every year her and Kim have a ball making our place look merry and bright ... 
Carson, on the other hand, could care less. Every time Kim or | ask if he wants to join in the decorating, he 


moans and groans like the teenager he is. He even gives us a hard time when we have to Christmas shop..He 


asks if we could pick out the gifts ourselves and then put his name on the tag.He's a goofball, I'll tell ya.. 


The kid would much rather stay inside and play video games in his room with his buds, and I'll admit that going 
out to shop isn't my favorite thing to do, but sometimes you just gotta do those pesky adult things , as Carson 
himself calls them. In fact, this year Kim and | actually managed to drag him out to a store.He was not 


thrilled and resorted to being glued to his phone the whole time, up until he ran into a very unique ornament 


for our Christmas tree. 


Of course from there he suddenly became completely interested in being at the store shopping with us, and he 
immediately began insisting that we buy this wonderful ornament for the house. | already knew that if we 
didn't agree, he would have bought it himself.. Usually London is the more relentless one of the two, but 
Carson can be just as adamant, especially if it's in regards to something goofy.. Then it becomes typical 


behavior for him. 


However, there are never any complaints from either kid on Christmas morning, no matter what. They both 
wake up peppy as could be, run into mine and Kim's bedroom and annoy the living daylights out of us until we 
follow them downstairs to the tree. Even though Carson is sixteen, he still has the energy level of a five year 
old when it comes to opening up presents..and food London thinks she's so much cooler than her older 
brother, but | know deep down the two love each other. There's no way they would survive without one 


another, even if they act like they hate each other's guts at times. 


Its safe to say that everyone was satisfied with their gifts this year..As a parent it's always fun to watch 
the presents being opened. | know Kim feels the same, and she always makes sure to capture every moment 


through her camera lenses. 


Traditionally, every Christmas morning the kids open their gifts and give Kim and | ours under the tree. We 
then follow with breakfast, which Kim typically prepares ahead of time so we don't have to wait..This year she 
whipped up a fantastic French toast bake which we coupled with eggnog, and for the kids, hot chocolate. Both 
of them went nuts over it..They looked like two vacuum cleaners, especially Carson. That kid's stomach is a 
bottomless pit. He would have eaten the whole pan himself if there didn't need to be enough for the four of 


usl 


Even after last night's Christmas Eve party at my in-laws place, the kids aren't burnt out..They're never tired 


on Christmas. | guess | can't blame ‘em.. 


See, Kim's side of the family is of Italian origin, and for those Italians, Christmas Eve is the bigger celebration 
than Christmas Day itself. Yesterday, we stuffed ourselves with all kinds of elaborate fish and seafood dishes, 


or as Kim and her folks call it, pesce . 


Fried calamari.Seafood salad with shrimp, scallops, calamari, baccala..Shrimp scampi over linguine..Salmon with her 


homemade teriyaki marinade..scungilli.zuppi de pesce.. 


When the kids were younger they were pretty skeptical about this unique food.Here's a funny secret. Kim 
used to refer to the fried calamari as nuggets because they almost looked like they could pass as some kind of 
non-fish item, and both kids fell for it.It was her way of coaxing them into trying something new. And boy, 
did it work. Now they practically beg for the stuff every year. don't know which day they get more pumped 
up for: Christmas Eve or Christmas Day. 


Kim works her magic for both festivities, but Christmas Day for her is usually the more lax of the two.For 
my family, however, it's always been the opposite. Regardless, | think it's safe to say that this year we're 


goin’ all out. 


Its not even eleven yet and Kim has already started on dinner preparation.Although most of what we'll be 
eating tonight is part of a traditional Christmas roast, Kim always finds a way to add a bit of her Italian pizazz 
to it. 


A small smirk forms on my lips at the thought mixed with the strong aroma of fresh basil filling up the 
kitchen.. the key ingredient to her famous red sauce. 


| can feel my mouth already watering at the anticipation of enjoying her masterpiece later, and don't hesitate 
to express it. "Somethin smells good, babe!" 


Through my peripheral vision, Kim gives me a wink and blows me a quick kiss before focusing her attention 
back at the task at hand. | can only snicker. She isn't fazed by anything in this family anymore..But | should 


also know better to never disturb a woman while she's cooking. 


Marrying an Italian has definitely brought some new experiences into my life, but | would never trade my 
decision for anything. Having her, Carson and London are three of the best things that have ever happened to 


me... 
Well.except having an amazing younger brother and incredible parents who raised us, that is. 
James. 


| can't help but feel a small heaviness weighing down on my heart from the inside as | think about my 
brother..This has to be the first Christmas in a long time that I'll be spending without him here. Today itll 
just be me, Kim, the kids and my parents..The height of the festivities haven't even started yet, but despite 


my overall happiness, l'm feeling a strange sort of emptiness... 
You know that feeling you get when something's just missing? 


| think about James every day. From the moment that | found out the truth about what he's been going 
through, he's been on my mind constantly. I'm so grateful that | was able to visit him before he left to be 
admitted to the treatment facility.We rarely see each other to begin with because of the far distance 


between our residences, not to mention the nature of James's career puts limitations on his ability to come 


out here often.Or it could be blamed on his chronic perfectionism and him being a workaholic. Whatever the 


case may be, whenever | do have a chance to see him, | cherish it. 


As difficult as it was to visit him in the state he was in just about a month ago, | knew | needed to. needed to 
see him and let him know that he has my support every step of the way through his journey he was soon 
embarking on. Now, he's been at the center for three to four weeks... 


| hope he's doing okay..With the busy schedule he has at the center, it's not easy to get in touch with him. | 
also haven't bombarded him because | know he must be under so much stress with what he's enduring right 
now. However, we've spoken a few times over the phone since he's been admitted..Hearing his voice has been 
nice even if it's only been a quick hello.He hasn't gone into any details regarding anything but | haven't expected 
him to. Thats his business and if he wants to go into depth about it with me, he can. It's his choice..All that 


matters to me is being able to converse with him just for a few minutes. 

The kids ask about James all the time and | never know what to tell them since | don't have any specific 
information. They ask how he's doing and all | can say to reassure them is that he's working very hard at 
getting better, because even if | don't know exactly what he's doing to progress forward, there's one thing 
that | always know. 


James is a hard worker..When he has his mind set on something, he'll always , without a doubt, achieve it. 


| smile warmly to myself at that fact, and do my best to set the reminder in my brain.| wish it was easier..| 


really do. 
"What time are your parents coming today, hon?" 


I'm immediately shaken from my thoughts by Kim's voice as she calls me from her spot at the stove. Even 


with bedhead , my wife still looks good. She always does. 


"I told them Z:00pm.."| grin and shrug my shoulders, letting out a light laugh, "but you know them. Either 
they'll show up fashionably late or way too early!" 


Kim giggles as she gives the sauce in her pot a nice stir, "Some things just never change." 


~ TO BE CONTINUED. ~ 


Jingle Balls 


Author's Notes: 

As promised, here is part TWO of Christmas! | apologize for the late update, | was planning on posting this last 
night but there was a *slight* change of plans due to some holiday stupidity.. (long story.. My holidays were 
eventful to say the least) 


| hope you all had an amazing Christmas (or whatever you celebrate)ll | sure did.. As an Italian, it's tradition to 
do the Seven Fishes on Christmas Eve, which is my absolute favorite.. Fried calamari?! Ugh, | can eat a whole 


platter of those like a vacuum cleaner! LOL. 


Can't believe in a week itll be the New Year.. Insanity! Anyway.. if anyone forgot, the timeline for these 
installments is BETWEEN CHAPTERS 6 ¢ 7 OF "YOU HAVE COME TO THE RIGHT PLACE" 


Enjoy! Last part will be posted in a few days! :) 


JAMES'S PON: 
Well, it turns out that the short group | was coaxed into attending wasn't all that terrible . 


| guess | gotta admit that sometimes | jump to conclusions way too quickly before giving things a chance..All of 
this is still so new to me so | never know what to expect, especially when it comes to holidays..Even though 
its been a few weeks since I've gotten admitted, I've never spent a holiday here..! know for a fact that my 


mood isn't helping the case, either. 


The group was only thirty minutes as opposed to an hour and it was spent doing arts and crafts for the 
holiday..We each had a choice of how we wanted to spend the time, so | decided to make a few cards for my 
close family; Nikki and DJ included. | shouldn't really call them cards.. They're more like sad attempts at 
artistic creativity. My father is a visual artist, but | didn't inherit that gene.Performing and musical arts? 


Sure, but visual.. not so much . 


Nevertheless, | tried. If anything, the least | could say is that my family will get heartwarming letters from 


me..|f what | wrote even made sense. 


Not only did | write a few Christmas cards, but as a group all of us sat around our tree and opened up 
surprise gifts from the staff.Either | was way too out of it earlier to notice the wrapped boxes under the 
tree or the techs and nurses hadn't had anything out until the group. Either way, | don't think any of us were 
expecting anything. 


The moment that | was handed a small box with my name on it, | felt like | was almost on the verge of tearing 
up. Its hard for me to accept what feels like unnecessary presents from anyone, but | know | couldn't 

say no even though that was my initial instinct. When | unwrapped the box, | found a handwritten Christmas 
card signed by all of the staff on our unit, a collection of inspirational quotes, a small black journal with the 
word strength encrusted in gold lettering, some pens, and a $25 gift card to Barnes € Noble. There was also a 


separate little note from Rachel that she must have snuck in while she was here yesterday. 
Hey stud! 


Merry Christmas!!! If youre sad, turn that frown upside down! Youre doing some really hard work here and | love 
being able to help you through it! Cut yourself some slack..Give yourself some credit where credit is due because 
you deserve it. Try to enjoy yourself today. | know it is not the most fun place to be but Christmas is Christmas 


no matter where you are! Enjoy your presents! -RP 


Next to her initials, she drew a small doodle of a pancake stack with eyes and a mouth. | couldn't help but 
smile. That woman is a nut but I've begun to learn that it's just in her blood to be that way..lt suits her. 


With a heavy heart, | ended up thanking the staff profusely, while insisting that they didn't need to do any of 
this, but naturally each one of them shrugged my comments off saying that it was the least they could do to 
make the holidays here a little easier for all of us. As much as | struggle absorbing that, | also appreciate 
it.As wrong as it feels to allow myself to receive any sort of positivity during such a dark time. 


After the group, | had a few minutes in my room until | was called to the dining area for lunch. The meal 
went the same as breakfast; Christmas songs, swallowing anxiety, and challenging foods on my tray The staff 
had a few patients engaged in table games but during meals, engaging is the fast thing I'm comfortable 
doing.. Disconnecting is the only way l'm able to get through eating at this point. 


Obviously or else | wouldn't have managed to make it out of that room alive to find myself back in my own 


cocoon Now. 
The only issue with disconnecting is that affer the fact, everything feels like it crashes down on me. Luckily, it 
usually only happens when | retreat back here, to my room, after meals..where l'm alone and no one can see or 


hear, except staff.If you want to include them. 


Everything is just so difficult. | wish it would get easier, but | keep trying to tell myself that it will, if | wait 
it out..That's what everyone says. 


As | lay, curled up on my bed in one of my warmest sweatshirts, attempting to fight the intrusive thoughts 
shooting through my head by scrolling my Instagram feed, I'm clouded by a weird sensation of longing 


| really miss the way things were before all of this shit happened. 


Now that I'm thinking about it, | want to give my parents and brother a call sometime today..Just to wish 
them a Merry Christmas and let them know I'm thinking of them, even though it's hard to sit with the 
difficult feelings today.lf | was able to be with them, | would..Trust me... 


| hope they're having a good time together. know the past month has been terribly rough on them because of 
everything going on with me, so they deserve nothing but happiness and joy today. | wish | was somehow able 
to bring some of that to them, but | can't.Not when I'm stuck here..| hate that | can't run away from the 
fact that I've affected so many people around me negatively from this shit. hate that | can't erase my past 
actions or go back in time to fix my mistakes. hate that I've hurt my family by lying to them for months 
about what | was going through.Even though they know now, it doesn't make it any easier. 


| owe them bý time. 


DJ's PON: 


"I hope James likes his gifts," | mumble while watching the palm trees swing by as Nikki drives us both to the 
treatment center. "Damn, Nik.It must be so tough for him to be stuck there for Christmas!" 


| hear Nikki let out a soft sigh at my words, as he continues cruisin’ down the boulevard with a warm smile. 


‘Its not everyone's favorite place to be but it's where he needs to be.." 


"How is Christmas even celebrated in rehab?" | raise an eyebrow in curiosity and eye Nikki, almost assuming 


he has an answer based on his experiences. "Are you guys allowed to have a tree and shit?" 

"As long as nothing was hidden in the ornaments that could have been used negatively, sure." 

Nikki keeps his eyes on the road but even so, | still can make out his small smirk. 

"We didn't really do much because of the nature of where we were, but what | do remember is that the staff 
made an effort to bring some kind of holiday cheer to us, even if it was just playing Christmas songs during a 
group or somethin." 

"Hmm," | rest a hand on my chin, letting myself absorb this information. "Interesting." 

Within a few minutes, Nikki is pulling into a parking space in the facility's lot. With anticipation, | let myself out 
of the car, grab my gift for James and begin taking in the atmosphere around me. Nikki soon follows and for 


a moment, the both of us stand in the same spot, breathing in the air around us. 


"Looks like they decorated the place.." Nikki smiles as he observes the building in front of us. "Check out those 
icicle lights." 


As | focus my attention towards the facility's exterior, | can acknowledge that whoever decided to spruce the 
place up did a pretty good job. The decor is subtle but it definitely screams Christmas when you look at 
it. There are small icicle lights hanging off the window awnings in addition to a festive holiday wreath hung on 


the center of the front door. | think there might even be some greenery incorporated. 

My lips form into a small grin. "Yeah..lt actually looks really nice." 

After a few more minutes of taking in the festive fixtures with dreamy smiles on both of our faces, Nikki 
begins making his way out of the parking lot and towards the entrance. | trail behind, clutching my gift and 


acoustic guitar, feeling the gentle breeze engulf me. 


‘| wonder what James is up to," | tilt my head in thought as Nikki leads me through the center doors. 
"Hopefully he's been distractin’ himself with some Christmas antics..." 


"Well, we're not that far from finding out, doofus." Nikki rolls his eyes and puts a fatherly hand on my 
shoulder as | smirk at him. He closes the door behind us and immediately breathes in deeply. 


"Ahhh... cinnamon. " 


| shake my head at the dork in front of me, but | gotta admit that whatever candle or plug-in was chosen for 


the check-in area is dope . | could handle some nice Christmas scents. 

That heaviness that | was feeling earlier starts creeping up again as | think about the reality.l'm here sniffing 
a holiday candle, checking into a treatment facility to visit my bud. let out a soft sigh and mumble under my 
breath, while looking at Nikki with bittersweet eyes. 

"I hope if anything, us comin' here will lift his mood a little if he needs it, ya know?" 


Nikki smiles warmly at me. "Oh, | bet it will.Even if that stinker doesn't want to acknowledge he needs support, 


we all know deep down that he cherishes it when it comes." 


As hard as it is to believe it, | know he's right and | nod my head, hoping that by doing so itll trick my brain 
into absorbing the facts faster. 


"Excuse me, can | help you?" 

| immediately jump at the female voice from the desk in front of me. Nikki, thankfully takes the reins the 
second that he glances at me. He smiles at the receptionist and gives her our destination Within a second, 
she hands us a clipboard to sign in and soon opens the door to let us inside the actual unit. 


"Merry Christmas to both of you.." The receptionist smiles warmly. "I hope you enjoy your visit." 


"Right back atcha!" 


With that, the both of us make our way up a few stairs, followed by a long hallway leading up to a wooden 


door.. 
Eating Disorder Center 


It doesn't matter how many times I've visited now.Every fuckin’ time | see the sign on the door my stomach 


gnaws..Reading those words only heighten my own anxiety. They just hurt. 
Everything about this hurts . 


| do my best to swallow the trepidation filling my body.Hopefully the little bit of alcohol | drank before Nikki 


came to pick me up from James's place will take the edge off.. 

Maybe I'll feel better once | actually see James and attempt to celebrate with him. Then again, can | really be 
sure? These days, nothing feels certain anymore..Today can very well be like the rest; another day of my 
brain fucking with me by sending paralyzing panic through my veins for what feels like no apparent reason- 

But the catch is that there is a reason.And standing right in front of this sign only serves as a reminder . 
"Hey, you comin’ or what?!" 

lm swiftly pulled out of my thoughts by Nikki giving me a playful nudge with a devilish grin on his face as he 
holds the doorknob. Stuffing my uneasiness away, | nod in agreement and brace myself to let fate run its 
course. 

Upon opening the door and letting ourselves in, Nikki and | are met with the nothing but familiar Nurses’ 
Station.. except Today it's decorated almost as much, if not more than the building itself.. Green tinsel, little gold 
and silver Christmas bells , a huge holiday banner spread across the front.. 


The woman sitting at the desk has on reindeer antlers and | can't help but smirk. If | thought of it, | would 


have worn something festive too. Damn. There's always next year! 
"Well, hello you two!" 


With an enthusiastic wave, the nurse summons us over with a huge smile on her face. "Good to see you 


again.Merry Christmas!" 


‘Merry Christmas to you as well," Nikki returns the greeting and places his gift on the desk and reaches a 


friendly hand out for a shake. "I think by now you know who we're here for..." 


"Oh, but of course." She shakes her head, lets out a light laugh, and gives Nikki a goofy wink, going along with 
his sarcasm. "It could only be who | think it is.” 


After a few minutes of light banter between Nikki and the nurse, the official check-in process is underway.|t's 
the same shit every time we come here; signing in with our names, phone numbers and time of visitation on a 


clpboard, getting our belongings checked for contraband, and receiving a brief overview of the visiting policies. 
Once all of that's done, we're given the okay to go on and find James. 


“Alright, you're good to go," the nurse says with a smile and a wave of her hand as she returns our 
belongings back to us. "Have furl" 


"Thanks!" | happily take my stuff from the desk and shoot Nikki a wise ass smirk, which he naturally rolls his 


eyes at. 


I'm just about to start walking towards James's bedroom but I'm stopped by a soft psst from the nurse. 


When | snap my head around to face her, she signals for me and Nikki to come closer. 


"Oh, by the way," she whispers with a soft smile. "Try to brighten your buddy up a little! think he could use 
some perking up today.’ 


Her words only send a pit of uneasiness through me but | force a smile while nodding my head, anyway. Nikki 
squeezes my shoulder in a comforting manner before the both of us begin venturing out to find James. 


The last thing | hear before we make it to Room 230 is the ringing of Christmas bells from the nurse at the 
desk. 


JAMES'S PON: 


A soft knocking on my bedroom door pulls me away from my hazy, depressive fog as | slowly uncurl myself 


from the cocooned position on my bed. "Come in." 


My voice is barely a whisper, and if anything it sounds muffled because of how hard I'm pressing my face into 
my pillow right now. | feel absolutely pathetic admitting that I've spent most of today locked up in this room, 


trapped in my own gloom. 

| wanted to call my family, but | haven't been able to build up the courage and motivation to..l feel like a 
horrible person..At least | shot a Christmas text to Dave, asking him to relay the message to the rest of the 
family..But still, if | was normal , | would call them like everyone else does on the holiday. 


l'm a piece of shit . 


After a moment or two, | hear my bedroom door slowly opening and once | force myself to move my head 
from my pillow, my heart skips a beat. The two figures standing at the entrance are no other than DJ and 


Nkki 


| feel my eyes widening at the sight of my two bandmates, both of whom have huge smiles plastered on their 
faces. DJ is holding his guitar case and what looks like a gift box, while Nikki does the same, as he gives him a 
shit-eating grin..A very typical expression for him. 


| immediately move myself to sitting, taking a moment to fight the black spots that swim through my vision 
as an initial heartwarming feeling creeps up inside of me. 


Before | can say anything, DJ tosses me the gift box which lands gracefully on my bed. His eyes bug out to 
the size of saucers as nothing but childlike enthusiasm seeps out of his soul. 


" Merry Christmas!" 


Him and Nikki cheer in unison as they make their way into my room, giving the area a quick scan before locking 
eyes on me. Nikki places another small box on my dresser and gives me a friendly shoulder pat as DJ leans 


his guitar case against the wall while | stay on my bed. My lips form into a soft smile. 


If I'm being honest with myself, | wasn't expecting any visitors today so to say this is a surprise would be an 
understatement. I'm having trouble conjuring up a coherent greeting right now because of the mixed emotions 


that are swimming around in my body. 

I'm grateful to have people in my life who continue supporting me through this shit when they don't need to, 
but that thought in itself is just pushing reality closer and closer into my face; the fact that Im getting visitors 
here when they could very well be celebrating the holiday in a more festive and uplifting way. 


Despite the small smile that | have pasted on my lips at the company, | can't push away the festering 


perturbation inside of me. 
| suddenly feel suffocated by gnawing guilt, shame and resistance.. 
Why are they here? They should be spending their Christmas with their loved ones.not here of all places- 


"Merry Christmas, man." Nikki smiles warmly as he and DJ exchange merry glances, while each of them take a 


seat on separate chairs near my bed. 


My stomach is twisting and turning at the unnecessary amicableness that | don't feel like | deserve right now. 


The warmth that's radiating off of both of their faces is choking me... 


Despite every part of me that wants to retreat into myself and hide again, | fight the urges while finally 
building up the strength to find my voice. Through my discomfort, | force myself to lock eyes with DJ, who is 


beaming with nothing but bliss. His own merriment is making me feel even more disconnected. 


"What are you two doing here?" | raise an eyebrow in slight confusion, feeling sorrow raid my body, while 


shifting my gaze back and forth from DJ to Nikki. "I thought you would be at home with your families.” 


"What kind of question is that, dude?!" DJ pipes up while smiling at me in exasperation, his arms flailing in the 
air. "Hs Christmas! You really think we wouldn't show up to see you today?" 


| suddenly feel another tint of guilt when | notice the hint of sadness in his eyes. Swallowing my uneasiness, | 
shrug my shoulders. "I don't know.Just thought you would ya know.." My voice lowers to a whisper as | gaze 


to the ground. "Celebrate more.. normally." 


"Pfft! What the hell is normal?!" DJ sneers and before | know it, he has Nikki nodding in agreement with a 


jovial grin. "What do | always say? Normal is Loring-" 


"Yeah, yeah..." Nikki side-eyes DJ in jest, shakes his head and warmly reaches an arm out to me, which | take 
with slight hesitation, "But he's right James..This may not be a typical Christmas, but we are more than happy 


to come here and spend some time with you." 


All | can do is let out a soft sigh at his words. By now | know that no matter what | say or do, neither one of 
these guys will ever enable my beliefs, even though sometimes | really wish they would. It would be so much 


easier if everyone agreed with them... 


"Well.." DJ smirks mischievously as he rubs his hands together like a little kid who's up to something he 
shouldn't be. "What are we waiting for?! Let's celebrate-" 


"Woah, man!" | force a laugh and shake my head, raising my hands up in defense. "Hate to break it to you but 
there's not much to do here.." My voice trails off and | sigh, while maneuvering my body into a more 


comfortable sitting position, "besides..Ya know..Being cooped up... 


"Don't be silly, James" Nikki rolls his eyes and squeezes my hand, eyeing me with compassion. "I know it stinks 
being here for Christmas, but if you open your mind | guarantee that we can help you have a good day 


Today...” 


| watch as he and DJ subtly eye the gift boxes that they brought to my room, leaving me with an 


uncomfortable pit in my stomach. 


There is nothing but awkward silence for a few moments as | watch DJ look around my room with curious 
eyes. He immediately gazes at the whiteboard on my wall which still has his artwork on it.| haven't erased it. 
| just wait until a staff member comes and insists that it needs to be erased. | can't help but smirk.. 


My thoughts are suddenly halted by no one other than DJ, who has an even bigger smile on his face than just 


a few minutes ago. 


"Show us around the joint, dude!" he jovially waves his hands in the air while observing the holiday décor. "It 
looks pretty spruced up to me! Pretty dope decorations up at the Nurses’ Station-" 


| snicker at the intense giddiness and shrug my shoulders, "It's cool, | guess." 


"Oh, come on !" DJ rolls his eyes and nudges me with intense adamancy. “Buddy, you gotta find some joy 
today! Get in the Christmas mood! One of the nurses up at the desk is even wearing antlers!" 


"Yeah.." | bite my lip and move my gaze to the floor, stifling another giggle. "And | was woken up this morning 
with silver bells ringing in my face..." 


"Mhmm.. That's ‘cause the staff want to help make today feel more natural for you guys... 

Nikki eyes me with his usual knowing demeanor, and | can't argue with him on this one. The dude's been in 
rehab and if anyone here knows about anything regarding treatment, it's him. Succumbing to the fact that I'm 
not gonna get away with staying stuck in my slump, | shoot him a lighthearted glare. 

‘Sometimes | really hate how often you're right, ya know that?" 


"Yeah," Nikki snickers and puts an arm around me, keeping his no-bullshit core on the forefront. "I know." 


"So, whatcha wanna do, dude? We brought ya gifts..Do ya wanna open them or now later?" DJ pesters me like 
an impatient kid who can't hold in his excitement on Christmas morning. "It might help ya feel better...” 


His doe-like eyes resemble those of Dr.0 when she talks to me about serious matters, typically those regarding 


my own self-deprecation and refusal to open up to new things. 


"You know what?" | tilt my head in thought as | begin to visualize the Christmas tree in the group room. A 
small smile forms on my lips and | lock eyes with DJ. “The gifts could wait..Cause there's something | think | 


could show you that you might find cool." 


DJ's expression fills up with wondrous interest in my proposition and before | know it, he's up on both feet. 
"Well, what are ya waitin’ for?! Lets go--" 


Within a second, I'm off of my bed, thanks to DJ's puppy-like tugging and | begin leading the three of us over 
to the group room. The lights on the tree are glistening in clear view without even walking into the room. | 


can already feel DJ's mesmerization from next to me. 


"Well." | clear my throat and smile warmly at DJ and Nikki as | open the doors, allowing the twinkling lights to 
shine on them both. "Here it is..." 


" Woooocah..." 


The second that DJ locks eyes on the tree his eyes widen in childlike amazement. From next to him, Nikki's lips 
curl into a serene grin. They both seem satisfied with the piece of holiday spirit in front of them, and when | 
feel confident that there are no patients or staff around, | slowly shut the door behind us and take a moment 


to absorb the décor in front of me. 


Although | wasn't too keen on decorating it at the time, | can now acknowledge that we did a pretty good job. 
The tree truly is beautiful; a nice accent of normalcy that's planted right in the middle of a mental health 
facility. Jokes aside, I'm glad that | contributed.It looks nice. 


"Badass tree ya got there, dude!" DJ nudges me playfully and eyes the heavily decorated pine needles. "Did 


you decorate it all yourself?!" 


Nikki lets out a snicker at DJ's question as do |. "Nah..". | walk closer to the tree and gently lift a silver bell 
off of one of the needles. "We got it on a group outing.." | shake my head and smile warmly, giving DJ a little 
hair ruffle, while releasing the bell from my hand. "I couldn't go because l'm not allowed to leave the building 


yet but | did put a few ornaments on" 


I'm glad you decided to join in, man," Nikki pats my shoulder and runs a soft circle onto it. "I know you 


probably didn't want to-" 
"You mean.. This one?" 


Nikki's sentence is abruptly cut off by DJ mischievously snatching a trinket off the tree, and before | know it, 


he's up in my face dangling the very interesting ornament in front of me; the sparkling green pickle. 


| just stand in complete silence while fighting the urge to grimace. Am | surprised in the least? Not one 
bit.Its only natural for DJ to focus his attention on the weirdest ornament of all.. 


"Yes. That was one of ‘em.." | gently nudge the dangling pickle out of my hair with a light titter. "I see you've 


found a favorite, eh?" 


"Who wouldn't love this ornament?!" DJ snickers like a menace and quickly shakes the green bauble in Nikki's 
face with a maniacal smirk "Look, Nik, it's a pickle!" 


Nikki doesn't appear fazed in the slightest at DJ's shenanigans. In fact, he just keeps a poker face in tact, but | 
know for a fact that its all an act.He finds it just as funny. He's not foolin’ anyone. 


"Congrats, dude! Looks like you're learning your fruits and veggies!" Nikki proceeds to clap enthusiastically, the 
way a parent does when their child accomplishes a new milestone, like going to the bathroom without 


assistance. "Next up, we'll have to start on your animals-" 


"Pfft" DJ snickers and flicks Nikki in the head, embodying a true toddler. "I grew up on a farm, doofus! 


| know my animals!" He moves the pickle out of Nikki's face and holds it up to his own, while continuing his 


badgering. " Everyone knows what a pickle is.. Especially certain cultured citizens" 


My eyes immediately widen as the realization of where DJ's train of thought is going, and on instinct | casually 


intervene. 


"Maybe..Maybe you should put that back on the tree, dude." | subtly take the pickle from DJ and swiftly place 
it back on the pine but the guy just continues snickering with his eyes locked on the knickknack. From my 
peripheral vision, | see Nikki's expression and | can tell that now he's really trying to hold in his laugh. 


DJ leans his head in close to where | placed the sparkling pickle with nothing but a sly grin pasted on his face. 


"You're tellin me you don't see what | see?!" DJ holds up the pickle ornament from the pine branch to take a 


better look "C'mon, Nik." He narrows his eyes and smirks mischievously. "Look a good look at it” 
" DJ!" 


Nikki's eyes are wide as saucers now but even | know he has no excuse to act so surprised.lt's DJ of all 


people, for God's sake! Everyone knows how he acts..even in public.. unfortunately 


Like you didn't see it comin’, Nik.." | shake my head at the ridiculous but very natural banter between my 


band mates. "You should have expected that from the second we came in here." 


All| can do right now is thank whatever higher being exists that no staff or patients are around to hear any 
of this.Inside, I'm flushing with humiliation but | have it all concealed with a pasted smile, typical 


| can't ruin this visit for DJ..or Nikki for that matter. Its Christmas, of all days.| already feel guilty for 
possibly bringing the mood down every other time they've come here, but today is the worst day to even hint 


at discomfort..even though | know I've done it already.. 
Of course | have..because | can't do anything right for these two who keep on supporting me.. 


They could easily be spending their Christmas with family and friends, but instead they're tending to 


me..Hanging out in a locked treatment center with me.. 


Yes, | understand that Nikki already spent yesterday with his kids and DJ probably found a fun way to 
celebrate for himself, but stills Christmas Day. They should be with family foday .| hate to think that I'm 
taking that opportunity from them. 


| know how much everything I've done has impacted the people around me and the everlasting guilt | feel inside 
just creeps up a little more each day. DJ's been concerning me when | see him.Nikki is good at wearing 


a calm and serene mask, but despite that | know that he must be hurting as well.. behind closed doors 


lm swiftly pulled out of my mind's tornado by more disobedient remarks from DJ. 


" Peter pper pumped a pair of pickled peckers.." 
“Spread and butt her-" 


DJ's words are immediately silenced by Nikki pressing a hand over his mouth like a father in total dismay. My 
whole body is getting warm now, and without thinking | slowly begin to drag DJ away from the Christmas tree. 


"I think we should go back to my room.." A nervous laugh escapes my lips as | resist the urge to retreat into 


myself. 


The second that | find my destination, shut the bedroom door behind us, and release DJ from my grip, he 
starts cackling uncontrollably. Nikki looks like he just finished taking care of a kid who had a temper tantrum. 


All| can do is breathe in deeply and let out a sorta relieved exhale. 
There is never a dull moment..Ever. 


"You know, it's a good thing no one was out there when you ran your mouth like that, dude," Nikki shakes his 


head and shoots DJ a death glare. "You probably woulda’ been kicked out-" 


" Yeah. as if you've never said anything inappropriate while you were in rehab!" He shoots back a sarcastic 
rebuttal while plopping himself on the floor like a cat. "Who are you kiddin, Nik?! You of all people shouldn't be 
talkin’ when it comes to misconduct or whatever ya wanna call it" He snickers while eyeing his cherished 
artwork on the whiteboard like before. "Come on, man.! bet if you had the opportunity to draw dicks in 


treatment, you would have done it!" 


My heart skips a beat at how loud he's being and without thinking, | give Nikki a slightly humiliated expression, 


while eyeing DJ, who is now standing up with a black expo marker in his hand. 


Receiving my signal, Nikki slowly walks over to DJ with a serene but wise-ass smirk on his face. He sneakily 


takes the marker from him. "That was then , DJ..'m a changed man now." 


"PFH Nice try," DJ rolls his eyes and sticks his tongue out like a defiant teenager, while snatching the writing 
utensil from Nikki, immediately getting to work. “All hail our lord, Nkki-" 


"Oh would ya shush 2" Nikki rolls his eyes and walks over to me, placing a soft hand on my shoulder as | stand 
stoic in place, locking my eyes on DJ. "What a piece of work." He shakes his head and whispers, while leaning in 


closer to me, "What would we do without him?" 
" Hey! | heard that!" 


| shake my head in silence, feeling slight amusement from this situation At the same time, | really hope we 


don't get a surprise knock on my door from a tech or somethin’. 


That would be the end .. 

" Merry Christmas!" 

Within a few seconds, DJ finishes his masterpiece and steps away from the board so Nikki and | can see. It 
takes a fon of effort for me to suppress a reaction, but even so | can't help but cover my face with my hand 
and shake my head in hilarity. 


ngle Balls.uingle Balls.uingle all the way.. 


"Well..That's gotta be your best one yet, DJ." | can hear Nikki praising him sarcastically as | slowly uncover 
my face to take a real good look at the art on my wall. "You really outdid yourself with this one!" 


DJ looks like he just accomplished something so huge with his life. The prideful grin he's wearing as he stares 


at his creation is unreal.. 
Butchered song lyrics next to a cartoon pickle with eyes and a mouth, with jingle "balls" hanging off of it.. 


"Wow..." lim at a loss of words but still make an effort to speak coherently. "That's quite the picture you 
drew there, buddy." 


DJ's smirk only intensifies at my reaction and before | know it, I'm engulfed in a hug by him and Nikki both, 
while DJ ruffles my hair like a hyperactive adolescent. 


"Thought ya would like it! Now how's that for some Christmas spirit-" 
"Afternoon snack is starting in the dining room. Please report to the dining room for afternoon snack!" 


"Fuck—" 


| immediately jump at the announcement over the loudspeakers and suddenly feel a horrible sense of dread | 


quickly unravel myself from the embrace and force a brave smile. 
"Be right back.| guess...” 


~TO BE CONTINUED~ 


Carol OF The Bells 


Author's Notes: 
At last, here is the FINAL chapter of Christmas! | had a lot of fun writing the whole installment and I'm so 


glad you guys have liked what you read so far.. hope this last piece doesn't disappoint! For anyone who needs 
the reminder, the timeline falls BETWEEN CHAPTERS 6 ¢ 7 OF "YOU HAVE COME TO THE RIGHT PLACE" 

As I've said in previous notes, this Christmas installment will be the last drop-in chapter for this book for a 
while because from here on out, | will be transferring back on over to finish "You Have Come To The Right 
Place"!! | hope you will join me over there.My plans are to come back to this compilation once the sequel is 


finished.So don't worry pals. This series is not even close to being over yet! 


Thank you for all of your ongoing love € support... | wish you all a happy € healthy New Year! I'll see you in 
2022! 


~Livdonna 


Dave and Kim's House 

DAVE'S PON. 

"Hey! That was mine -" 

"Oh, would ya shut up?! Its a candy cane, London! There's a ton on the tree! Find a new one-" 

"You took that one on purpose because you knew that it was my favorite flavor! You're such a pest" 

Ahhh.. The joys of adolescence. 

| watch as London and Carson get into a heated argument over god knows what near our Christmas tree, while 
| lean against the wall in the kitchen with my father next to me. We both spectate our surroundings as the 
ladies add the final touches to the dinner presentation. 

Our dining room table is covered in an elaborate food platter, thanks to my wife and both 

kids, surprisingly, insisting on helping out. Ham, green beans, roasted Brussels sprouts, mashed potatoes with 
gravy, stuffed mushrooms, dinner rolls. All the hearty Christmas food that's to die for in this house. And, of 


course let's not forget, Kim's magic touch; meatballs in red sauce to eat over spaghetti 


"Everything looks fabulous, darling," my mother croons as she plants a small kiss on Kim's cheek. | smile 


warmly at the bond between the two... 


‘Oh, Sara please |" Kim shakes her head and returns the gesture, looking Mom in the eyes warm-heartedly. "I 
couldn't have done it without you and Dell" 


"Nonsense! You always manage to do it all, dear. just offered to help, but this was all you!" 


As | listen to the chit chat between the ladies of the house, a sentimental feeling begins to creep up through 
my body. I'm just so, so grateful for my family. 


My parents have been here for a few hours now. As predicted, they arrived on the earlier side.Mom didn't 
hesitate to jump at helping Kim set things up, despite Kim reassuring her that she could do it. In this family, 
there is no arguing with the women.. Ever. 


We started our festivities with appetizers that disappeared almost as quickly as they were put out. Carson 
and London exchanged gifts with my parents and everyone received nothing but positive reactions, which left 
all of us satisfied. While Kim and my mother set the house up, Carson hung out with my dad and |, watching 
goofy Christmas movies on TV, like EF „Always a classic in our house. That movie just never gets old. London 
stayed for a little until she decided that she wanted to be with the girls, and ended up joining them in their 


hosting endeavors. 


When it was time to cook the ham, that's when | took the reigns.l'm usually put in charge of the main meat 
entree, whether its turkey or ham.Carson asked if he could help, which shocked me to the core at first but 
now I'm convinced his only motivation was the fact that he could sneak tastes..It's always about the food with 


that dude. Always 
Now that all the preparation is complete and the table is set, it's only a matter of time until we all get 
situated and dig in.| can only snicker at the banter between Carson and London arguing over a candy cane on 


the Christmas tree. 


"The things these kids fight over," | shake my head with an eye roll as my father listens with the same 


reaction. "You'd think one of them took scissors and cut branches off the tree itself!" 


"Ahh, kids will be kids Dave." Dad laughs heartily and smirks. "You and James did the same things. There's no 
denyin that." 


| let out an amused huff. " Yeah , but we weren't that bad!" 


"Oh don't try to let yourself off easy!" My mom calls from behind us. When | snap my head around l'm met 


with her wise smile. "You were full of antics, especially on Christmas!" 


"Don't think | forgot everything you've told me about your childhood, babe." 


Now Kim joins in and | feel at an absolute loss. With a laugh and a shoulder shrug, | succumb, letting the rest 


of my family win this battle. 
‘Oh fine!" | shake my head and sicker, throwing my hands up in the air with exasperation "You win!" 
"We always do, hon" 


| catch Mom giving me a quick wink and | stick my tongue out at her like a little kid.Sometimes | wish | could 
go back to those simpler times, especially with everything that's been going on lately. 


"Everything okay, Dave?" 
"Hm?" | shake away my thoughts and smile, while patting my dad on the shoulder. "Yeah.just thinking..." 


Dad gives me a swift nod of acknowledgment before lowering his voice a tad. "I can almost guarantee that we 


all have similar things on our minds Today," 
A small chill creeps up my spine at the unspoken truth. 


"I just miss him, ya know?" | shrug my shoulders as | feel Dad's squeeze tighten "Today feels a little odd 


without him here." 


"It sure does son, but remind yourself that it's for the best," he smiles and releases his arm from my 
shoulder, before summoning me to follow him to my front door. "Come outside to the car with me. | have 


something to show you." 


| furrow my brows in curiosity as we both grab coats from the closet and make our way to my parents’ car. 


Dad pops open the trunk 

"What are we doing? It's cold!" 

Dad only smirks as he reaches inside and pulls out a square shaped piece of canvas, "| don't know when I'll be 
able to give this to Jimmy, but | wanted to make him something." He holds the piece up just as a gust of wind 
smacks me in the face, making me shiver. | squeeze my eyes shut for a moment before reopening them to 
get a better look When the details come into clear view, my eyes widen in mesmerization. 

My dad is holding nothing but an original abstract painting with a design resembling a Navajo tapestry in 
elaborate warm hues. A small tear is welling in my eye at how significant this all feels. | wasn't even aware 
that my dad was still painting in his studio. 

"Wow..Dad, that's amazing!" 


He gently hands me the artwork and | observe it closer, letting myself absorb the details and patterns within. 


"So you've still been creating, then." | whisper in awe proceeding to return the piece back to Dad. "I thought 


that studio would have turned to dust by now!" 


"Never!" Dad smiles and glances at his work in satisfaction. "I still go down there when | have a spark..These 


days I've been getting them more." He sighs. "Emotions impact creativity more than we think" 


| take a moment to process his words and nod my head, letting a bittersweet smile form on my lips. 


"Whenever we can get it to him, | know he'll love it.. There's no doubt in my mind about that." 

"I really hope so," Dad whispers and gently places the artwork back in the trunk before closing and locking it. 
"Ya know..." | look down and play with my hands as another gust of wind hits me. "I tried calling him today but 
| couldn't get through..He did send me a Christmas text earlier, asking me to relay it to everyone." | sigh. 
"Maybe he's not in the right state of mind to talk today. don't know...” 

"We can always try tonight” | feel my dad firmly patting my shoulder with a smile. "Hopefully he's able to 
celebrate a little where he's at. He's tough as nails, that Jimmy." He winks. "If we can get through to him, 


that'll be great. If not, that's also alright." 


"Yeah, you're right Dad" | nod my head in thanks and wrap an arm around him. "It's just tough but it'll be 
okay. hope." 


" Hey! Dinners ready! Get yourselves in here!" 
| let out a laugh at Carson's hollers from the front door. God forbid the kid waits five minutes for the food 
"Coming kiddo! Leave some food for the rest of us, would ya?!" 


"Only if you come inside!" He lets out an evil sounding laugh as he slams the door shut, leaving me shaking my 


head. 


Once me and my Dad make our way back in the house, we hang our coats up in the closet and take seats at 


the dinner table, which now has a beautiful Christmas scented candle as a centerpiece. 


Its about time!" Carson blurts out with exasperation, which only receives a snarl from London next to him. 


"| feel like I've been waiting all day!" 


i Really?" London raises her eyebrows and huffs uninterested. "Why do boys only care about food and video 


games? So weird." 


"Guys.Now is not the time," Kim shakes her head with a disapproving expression but | can make out the 


beginning of a smirk forming. "Its Christmas..and now that we're all here, | just want to say how happy | am 


that we can all be together today... 


She lifts up her glass of red wine and proposes a toast, which leaves me with a heartwarming sensation 
swimming through my body. | watch as Mom and Dad follow, along with the kids who raise their glasses of 
sparkling cider; the kid-friendly equivalent to anything resembling alcohol. 


As | raise my own glass, | join in while eyeing everyone at the table, "I just want to let you all know that 
James wishes all of us a Merry Christmas." . | smile and take a breath. "And | know that if he could, he would 
be sitting with us right now." 


Both of my parents nod their heads in agreement along with Kim who seems to be in deep thought while still 
holding her glass in the air. After a moment or two of silence that leaves a sense of heaviness in me, she 
concludes the toast. 


"Merry Christmas," she taps her glass against mine, as my parents clink theirs, which serves as a signal for 
Carson and London to follow. "Lets eat!" 


" Hallelujah!" 

Carson is nothing but smiles as he immediately starts digging into his overflowing plate of culinary goodness. 
There is nothing but silence for the next few minutes except the sounds of forks and knives clanking on 
plates. In our family, if no one is talking while eating, that's the ultimate sign of unbelievably good food. 


"Damn Mom.." Carson moans in satisfaction at every bite he takes. "This is soooo freakin’ good!" 


| let out a snicker at my son's reaction.lt's the same every year, but some things never get old. This is one 


of them. 


For the next few minutes, everyone eats and chit chats at the table, as the festive candle burns in the 
center. As | sit here with my parents, wife and kids | can't stop the thoughts of my brother that 
continuously swim through my mind. | suddenly hear a soft sigh and when | look up from my plate | notice my 


daughter's dazed expression. 
"Lon?" | raise an eyebrow and shoot her a smile. "Everything okay?" 


"| wish Uncle James was here..." London mumbles as | watch her take a small spoonful of mashed potatoes 


almost mechanically. "He always loves Christmas." 


My heart cracks at the way her overall cheerfulness for the holiday seems to have disappeared at this 


moment. 


"I know, hon," Kim smiles warmly and sighs, reaching an arm out to her to gently put her hair behind her ear. 
"We wish he could be here with us too." 


"IFs just not the same." Carson raises an eyebrow and shrugs his shoulders. "It feels weird .' 
‘Its gonna feel weird buddy, but all we can do is make the most out of today!" | do my best to lift the mood 
but | know how hard this feels for everyone here. Sometimes sugarcoating just doesn't work, and thats not 


what l'm trying to do. just don't want everyone to be stuck in the dumps for dinner. 


"We could always give him a call after we eat, hon," Kim leans close to the kids with a warm smile. "I bet he'd 


appreciate it." 

Call?" Carson raises an eyebrow and suddenly has a smile creeping up his lips. "Why don't we just Face Time 
him instead? That'll be even better since he'll be able to see all of us.Might make him feel more connected to 
everyone." 


A small smile of satisfaction forms on my lips as | look at my son. "You know what? That's not a bad idea!" 


Both my mom and dad seem to be up for the plan too, even though I'm not so sure if either of them know 


how to use FacelTime..Oh well, if they don't then | guess they'll find out later! 


Let's do that!" Mom's eyes glisten with benevolence as she cups London's face affectionately, which makes 


my daughter blush. ‘It'll be nice to see him too." 


“Alright.” | clap my hands together with delight. "Looks like we have a plan!" 


JAMES: PON: 
Buzz..Buzz..Buzz.. 
l'm caught off guard by the abrupt vibrating of my cell phone on my end table. | grab it out of curiosity. 


"Oooooh, someone's popular!" | catch DJ smirking through my peripheral vision as I'm met with a Face Time call 


from Dave. 
It's my brother..." 


| suddenly feel a small pit in my stomach at my own words, as | remember that | never ended up calling my 


family at all today..so instead, they're calling me .. affer a meal. 


Snack was tough enough earlier, but luckily when | returned to my room, DJ and Nikki immediately engulfed me 


in various distractions, despite my resistance and false reassurance that | was okay. But, dinner ... 


Meals are always harder than snacks for me, especially towards the end of the day, but today I've found them 
to hold an even stronger level of difficulty. don't know why. 


If there's one sensation that I'm consumed by at the moment, its suffocation by my own body; an 
unfortunate, but expected torture at this point. From the moment | left the dining room after somehow 
managing to complete the meal, I've felt covered in a thin sheet of gunk .. 


Buzz..Buzz.Buzz.. 


And now, the disgusting feeling isn't only in regards to the food itself, but about me as a person, and as the 


vibrating continues relentlessly, my own self-hatred intensifies. 


In fact, the festering shame that's been eating at me since the beginning of today is back in full force now, 


but despite that there is a huge part of me that longs to talk to my family. 


Using what feels like the last reserves of my own inner strength, | push the uncomfortable sensations away to 


the best of my ability and slide the bar on my phone screen to answer. 
"UNCLE JAMES!" 


Carson's face immediately fills the screen before | can even open my mouth. From next to me, | feel DJ and 


Nikki gathering around me to get into the camera view. 


"Hey little studl" | smile, as | begin to see the rest of my family get into the frame. From the looks of it, 


everyone is huddled around the Christmas tree. 
‘Merry Christmas!" 


My whole family cheers jovially in unison and | can't help but smile at the positive energy radiating out of the 
phone in front of me. 


‘Merry freakin’ Christmasllll" Carson bumps his fists in the air like the rowdy teenager he is. "Damn Uncle 


James, | miss youl” 
"Aw, | miss you too, buddy." 


It's great to see your face, Jimmy." My father nods his head and grins, putting an arm around my mom's 
back. "We really miss you and wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas." 


"You look great, hon," my mom leans in close to the camera with a warm, loving smile. "Looking so much 


better..." 


My insides tense up a tad at the comment that | knew would be inevitable, but for now | need to tell myself 
that no one means any harm by it.But at the same time... 


Its uncomfortable . 


"Your son's a stunner, Saral" DJ winks from next to me and | resist the urge to hide at his compliment. "l 


mean, look at this head of hair!" He proceeds to ruffle my locks before |, very gently, nudge him away. 


"I think that's enough, buddy." | laugh nervously, swallowing the slight embarrassment gnawing at my 


stomach. 
Nikki shakes his head from my other side. "He's a piece of work, that one." 
"Hey, man! Just tryin’ to lift everyone's spirits!" 


Desperately trying to stray away from the awkward and unnecessary focus on myself, | chime in with a smile. 


"So, how are you guys? How is your Christmas goin?" 


"Oh, its alright," Mom smiles with compassion but | sense a hint of melancholiness in her voice. "We've just 


done the usual." 


Dave chimes in with a warm grin on his face. "Food, gifts, goofiness.." He eyes Kim with satisfaction "You 


know this one..She prepares for the holidays like superwoman!" 

"Oh stop it, would ya?!" 

"Hey, at some point you gotta face the truth, babel Can't hide your alter ego for much longer!" 

| let out a lighthearted laugh and nod my head. Everyone in my family knows how Kim is. She's a go go 

go type of person! Doesn't take a break.Hardly stops..Works all the time..Doesn't acknowledge her 
accomplishments easily... 

"Hmmm..sounds like someone else in this room...” 

Nikki gives me a suspicious smirk but | shrug off his comment even though | know it's the truth. However, 
his remark still receives nods of agreement from everyone on the call, which just leaves me feeling slightly 


tense. 


| would just like the topic of conversation to gravitate away from me..This should be about my 


family.. not me! Why is everyone so insistent on talking about me °l 


"Mom made an awesome French toast bake for breakfast!" Carson pipes up as Dave and Kim shake their 


heads in bewilderment. "I woulda eaten the whole thing if | was allowed-" 


London sticks her tongue out at her brother with a huff which just makes me want to laugh. "Such a hog!" 


"Alright, enough you two!" Dave snickers but rolls his eyes at both of his kids. "Don't ya think you guys 
fought enough today?!" 


Carson narrows his eyes with a smirk. "Nah, never " 

After a few minutes of briefly catching up and hearing my family talk about how they've spent their day so 
far while reluctantly sharing the events of my Christmas as well, | can admit that my initial discomfort | felt 
regarding opening up to everyone has dissipated. For a second, things actually seem a little.. normal .. 


" Noooo way! : 


I'm pulled from my thoughts by DJ's tone of curiosity, and when | gaze at him, his eyes are bugged out and 
full of exuberance. 


"Is that a pickle on your tree?!" he leans closer to the phone and points to the screen as | sit here fighting the 
urge to shake my head. 


Carson immediately grins from ear to ear and swiftly grabs an ornament off of one of the tree branches and 


brings it up to the camera. "This one?" He snickers mischievously. "Yeah, man! | picked it myself—" 


DJ suddenly looks like he's seen the best thing since sliced bread. He gives me a jovial nudge before turning 


back to Carson on the camera. " Dude! James has an ornament just like that-" 


"Woah woah, dude." | attempt to talk through the laugh | feel coming out, raising my hands in defense. "Don't 


get carried away now! | didn't choose that ornam-" 
My words are immediately cut off by Carson's hollers. | can make out Dave's eye roll in the background. 
"See Dad! | fold you everyone was gonna love it!" 


"Yeah yeah, alright .." my brother sarcastically shakes his head and snickers at Kim who has her eyebrows 
raised in playful skepticism. "You're lucky your Mom let you buy it-" 


‘Its the coolest ornament out there! If DJ likes it, then it's a keeper!" 


DJ seems incredibly satisfied at the conclusion Carson has come to..At this point | don't even know what to 
say. | should have expected things to go off the rails a little.When you combine DJ and my nephew you got a 


really interesting cocktail 


"Well," my father chimes in with a gruff laugh. "Good to know we settled all of that!" 


Through my own snickers, l'm almost not aware of Dave giving my dad a nudge on camera, but once Nikki 
gently rubs my arm to get my attention | bring my focus back to the call. That's when | notice a large 


abstract design on the screen. It takes me a moment to absorb what lim seeing. 
A painting 


"Ya know Jimmy," my Dad moves the picture away for a second so he could get back in the lens. "I've been 


trying to figure out how I'd get this to you, and now that we're on this call. What better time to show you?" 


"Wait?" my eyes widen in awe as Dad maneuvers the art piece back in the center of the lens again. My heart 


almost skips a beat as | take in the beauty of the artwork. "Dad, when did you make this?!" 


"Just a few days ago," he smiles with a beam of pride in his eyes. "I was telling Dave that I've had more 
creative sparks lately and my studio's been calling my name.| took advantage, went down there one day and let 
the paintbrush flow..This is what came out of it" 


"It looks amazing..." 


My voice lowers as | feel the beginning of a tear threatening to form in my eye. This brings me back to 
childhood..Seeing my dad's artwork and watching him paint in the studio when | was a kid. | found it to be one 
of the most mesmerizing things to experience.. don't have the right words to describe it. | just know that 


right now l'm feeling nothing but sentimental . 


"When | see you again, it'll be all yours." 
"T..Thank you." 


| swallow my emotion in order to speak while giving my dad a heartfelt smile. My whole body feels overcome 
with graciousness. "You didn't have to do this..for me...” 


| suddenly feel a light nudge from Nikki from beside me and without even looking, | see the subtle glare he's 


shooting at me..An expression that screams don’t even go there.’ 


‘|... | really appreciate all of this," my voice shakes as | speak and now l'm not even holding it in any more. 
Inside, | feel suffocated by emotions that | would normally suppress which almost feels threatening , but this is 


my family. can't hide from them.. today, 


Before | know it, a tiny tear falls down my cheek and | suddenly feel paralyzed. My stomach drops on 
instinct , but | fight my urge to retreat. Nikki has an arm around me now, and | feel him rubbing small circles 


onto my back, as DJ leans close to me with a heartfelt smile pasted on his face. 


"We love you, Jimmy," both of my parents whisper through the FaceTime call as my body continues to 
tremble. "We just want the best for you..We're so proud of you." 


"Love you too.." | choke soft words out, while quickly wiping my eyes, attempting to compose myself. "So, so 


much." 


The call goes on with periods of nonsensical chatter and various laughs, mostly on DJ and Carson's end, but 
nevertheless I'm grateful for the feeling of closeness this gives me, whether | believe | deserve it or not right 


now... 
After a few more minutes on the line, Carson starts humming the tune of what sounds like Jingle Bells , and 
within a few seconds, DJ grabs his acoustic guitar case from the corner of the room, opens it up and begins 
strumming a melody. 


"Uncle James!" London cheers from the camera; her huge blue eyes glistening. "Sing!!!" 


"Me?!" | point to myself in slight surprise, even though | know it's ridiculous to question my niece this way. "l.l 


don't know if my voice is prepared for this..." 


"Are you kidding, man?!" Nikki gives me a light nudge with a genuine smile. "Your voice is always ready.. sense 


some perfectionism up in that head of yours-" 


"Okay, okay!" | shake my head and succumb, silently hoping that it'll prevent Nikki from calling me out more by 


doing so. | raise my hands up in fake exasperation and smile, mentally preparing myself to take the risk.. 
" Jngle bells.Jngle bells.Jingle all the way..." 


Once the words start flowing out of my mouth, a strange, unfamiliar sensation of contentment blankets my 


entire body and before | know it, my entire family and | are sucked into a joyous holiday sing-a-long. 
"All what fun it is to ride in a one horse open sleigh.." 


The cheerful positive energy radiating from everyone, in person and virtual, is contagious. Seeing my parents 


smile as wide as they are makes my heart so happy... 
They deserve this. Everyone does. 


The festive melodies continue on. From «ngle Bells’ to ' Rockin Around the Christmas Tree’, we all sing with 
passion, and for just a moment | realize that | could care less about what others are thinking right now..Staff 
could be standing by my door and listening for all | know and | really don't give a crap..And now that | think 
about it, other patients might be hearing this, but so be it. Its Christmas. Let them! If they want to join in 


they could... 


After a while of caroling with merriness, along with a few more laughs and heartfelt sentiments, the call, 


unfortunately, comes to a close. Goodbyes are exchanged and gratitude is expressed by every member of my 


family, myself DJ, and Nikki included. 
A heavy feeling in my heart sets in the moment that | end the FaceTime and watch the phone screen go blank 
Bittersweet. 


Despite the sadness, | am thankful... It really does feel nice to connect with loved ones even if | constantly tell 


myself that | don't need support or comfort from anyone. 


Not too long after the video call ends, DJ shifts his focus to the presents that he and Nikki brought to my 


room when they first arrived here. His face is covered in nothing but an intense expression of eagerness. 


"Ready to open your gifts!?" He immediately fetches one box from my bed and throws it at me with 
unbelievable enthusiasm as Nikki shakes his head like a dad who had to watch his rowdy son all day. "Catch!" 


Thank god for my quick reflexes! 


| somehow manage to collect the box in my arms without dropping the thing and let out a soft snicker, while 
looking up at DJ with a smirk "You might be more excited than me, dude." 


"Hey! What's not to be excited about?! | wanted ya to open these when we first got here-" 


“Alright, alright!" | speak through my laugh and pat DJ on the shoulder playfully. "Which should | open first?" | 
narrow my eyes with a sly grin, "I don't want to start any fights or anything..." 


"Oh god forbid .." Nikki rolls his eyes and nudges DJ. "You know what happens if the kid doesn't get his way!" 


"Jokes aside, James, you choose.." DJ waves his hands around both gift boxes in mesmerization 


"The choice is yours.." 

| smile warmly as | eye the boxes. Both of them are wrapped in metallic gold paper, tied with silver ribbon and 
topped with a shimmering bow. | can't help but wonder how long it took DJ to fix up his box.l've seen the 
dude wrap a gift before. Its.. entertaining to say the least. 


"Well..What are you waiting for?" 


DJ's eyes are bugged out to the max as he pesters me impatiently, "Get on it dude! You know we gotta leave 


soon..." 


My stomach drops at the words that spill out of his mouth but | know he's right..Visiting hours end at eight 


o'clock.Just a few minutes before my last snack of the day. 


| suddenly have a sense of dread swimming through my body. don't want today to end. As much as | was 
hesitant about celebrating Christmas here, it has been way better than | expected, and now l'm almost wishing 
that it could last longer. 


"Damn.." | force a laugh that | hope sounds natural and look down at the gifts again. "It's that time already, 
eh?" 


With DJ and Nikki huddled on both sides of me, | slowly begin opening the smaller box of the two, doing my 
best to push away the anticipation of the loneliness I'll be feeling in the near future. Through my peripheral 
vision, Nikki smirks and that in itself is a signal that l'm opening Ais present to me. 


"Hope you like it, James," he speaks serenely as | finish unwrapping the box and pull out a dark, beaded 
bracelet. 'I thought of you when | found it.ltll pair nicely with the healing stones... 


The moment that | have the item in my clear view, a sensation of awe shoots through my body. The bracelet 
has an array of different colored beads with a crystalline finish that almost resemble small marbles. Half of 
the circles are charcoal and the others are each a color; ruby, amber, golden yellow, emerald, turquoise, 


sapphire, and indigo. 


"Wow..." | smile as | hold the bracelet up to my face to absorb the unique beauty of it. "This is really cool, 
Nik" 


"I thought you'd think so.." He grins with compassion. "It's called a chakra diffuser bracelet. You know how it 
works?" He leans in close to me and points to the beads. "Each one of these colored stones are a symbol of a 


different chakra , or energy point in your body...” 


From next to me, DJ looks interested in Nikki's explanation and cranes his neck to take a closer look as | listen 


with intent, admittingly curious about what all of this means. 


"What you do is you take an essential oil.. any kind, and pour some onto these charcoal circles and the oil will 
absorb into ‘em.." Nikki continues speaking as he gently caresses the bracelet in my hand. "When you wear the 
bracelet, you'll have those healing properties on your skin, which in turn can hopefully bring you some peace 


or support when you need it." 


As he finishes his explanation, | nod my head in gratitude and smile warmly. "That's really awesome..Maybe Ill 
wear it when | have to go to snack later." 


DJ raises an eyebrow and eyes me with curiosity. "Why not put it on now?" He smirks and before | can say 
or do anything, he snatches the bracelet from me and hooks it around my wrist. "There ya go! It looks great 


on you, man!" 


| snicker at DJ's natural exuberance and shake my head in amusement while eyeing the unique piece of jewelry 
on me. “Thanks buddy..". | turn to Nikki and wrap an arm around him, feeling a distinct warmth travel through 
my body. "Thank you.| really love it” 


"l'm glad..You deserve it, James..." 


| feel myself internally tensing at the kind words being spoken to me, but just like on the call with my family, | 
hold back my urge to argue. 


Without further ado, | move onto DJ's gift; the larger box. Although | haven't even started opening it, | can 
still feel DJ's bliss just from the way his eyes are beaming. He scoots closer to me and watches as | begin 
unwrapping the present. 


"l uh. wasn't sure what was appropriate to bring here or what you could have so..Hopefully this is okay...” 
"Oh, | bet itll be fine-" 


My sentence is abruptly cut off by a flood of pictures falling out of the box like a confetti explosion My eyes 
widen in slight confusion but even so | can't stifle the smile thats forming on my face. "Dude..What is all of 


this?" 


DJ lets out a nervous sounding laugh as his face slightly flushes. "Well.lt was supposed to be a photo album 
full of those pictures, but | guess..They're just loose-" 


" Wow .." Nikki raises his eyebrows at DJ in jest and gives him a supportive shoulder pat. "You really outdid 
yourself this year, dude." 


"Hey! There's more than just the pictures, man" He sticks his tongue out innocently. "I wrote little notes on 


the back of each one..." 


As Nikki and DJ banter, | begin getting lost in all of the photos..As | observe each of them individually, | feel 
my heart creep up to my throat. DJ must have gone through his collection of memories from over the 


years and chose some of the best ones to give me.. 


There are pictures from all of the years the three of us have been together; from writing and recording The 
Heroin Diaries Soundtrack back in 2001.Booking our first few live shows.Performing with Motley Crue on 

their Cruefest tour in the summer of 2008.0ur huge performance in Japan at VAMPARK FEST .Shots of us in 
action during our Modern Vintage tour..There are even a plethora of goofy selfies that the three of us took on 
the road, the tour bus, or just hangin out.. 


While | take in each of the photos, | realize that DJ wasn't kidding. He really did write notes on the back of 
every one. The same sentimental feeling | had when my dad showed me his artwork is creeping up inside of 


me with these memories... 


Damn.. What | would do to go back to these simpler times... 


"DJ, I." | close my eyes and take a deep breath as | slowly exhale, letting my emotions fly free in my body. "l 
love this..." 


"You do?" 


| nod my head at DJ's surprising uncertainty, as | hold up a picture of the three of us from The Heroin 


Diaries days. | feel my lips curl into a bittersweet smile. 


‘OF course | do, man.How can | not?" | lock eyes with him and hand him the picture. "Memories like these are 


priceless, and they're times in my life that I'll cherish for as long as | live..” 

Before DJ can open his mouth, | hold him in a brotherly hug, one that | know he's been needing.. "Thank you...” 

| feel DJ's body relax into my embrace and | tighten my grip on him, despite my own discomfort with someone 
feeling my body. We stay close for a few moments before Nikki joins both of us, and soon the three of us 


are enveloped in an intimate group hug. 


There is nothing but powerful silence for the next few seconds, until eventually we naturally maneuver our 


way out of the hug. Nikki keeps his arm on DJ's back with a serene smile on his face. 


‘lm sorry that | couldn't get you guys a real gift," | bite my lip, smiling nervously as | reach for 
my handmade cards on my end table. "But | guess these will have to suffice until | get outta here-" 


" Yoooo!" DJ hollers and without hesitation | hand him his construction paper creation His immediate 
enthusiasm over the smallest things kills me. "James doing art?!" His eyes widen as he scans the card with a 
huge grin. 

" Yeah .." | snicker and roll my eyes, while handing Nikki his card. "The closest thing I'll ever get to real art!" 


"Hey, man! Any kind of art is real art-" 


| let out a lighthearted huff at DJ's adamancy, knowing all foo well that it's nearly impossible to sway his 
beliefs. 


"| really did want to get you guys a real gift.." | lower my voice while a small guilt-filled hollow forms in my 


stomach. "It kinda feels shitty givin’ out these ridiculous things when you two went out of your way-" 


From next to me, DJ rolls his eyes while shooting Nikki an expression of utter disbelief. Both of them lock 


eyes on me. 


"Don't even worry ‘bout it, man" Nikki shakes his head with a benevolent grin. “Seeing you here laughing and 


in good spirits is more than enough of a Christmas gift for me..." 

DJ nods in agreement and leans his head on my shoulder. "He's right, James." | hear him let out a small sigh 
as he lifts his head up to eye me with glistening eyes. "All we want is for you to keep kickin’ ass here even if 
its fuckin’ rough." My stomach gnaws at the hint of sadness in his voice; the uneasiness. “Seeing you smile 
even if it's just for a second..." He pauses and looks down, as a small tear drips down his face. "It means more 
to us than ya know, dude." 

There is silence for a moment and | take the opportunity to let the words sink into my soul.While doing so, | 
gently grab a hold of DJ's hand and squeeze it tightly as a way of saying thank you.. He immediately returns 
the squeeze and whispers softly in my ear with a tender smile. 


| hope you had a good Christmas... 


"| did," | close my eyes and let a bittersweet tear of appreciation trickle down my cheek, feeling a wave of 


humiliation wash over me, but | pay it no mind.at least for this moment. 


When | open my eyes, | lock my gaze on my two friends. With DJ's hand still in mine, | reach my other arm 
out to Nikki, proceeding to squeeze his hand with the same amount of strength as I'm giving DJ. 


"Thank you guys..for everything " 


My voice may be nothing but a shaky whisper, but the words speak volumes..because in my heart, everything 
I'm saying is spoken with pure authenticity. 


When Nikki and DJ leave here, | just want them to know one thing. 


That their visit today helped me in more ways than | ever thought were possible, and that | know, without a doubt, 
that | wouldnt have made it through Christmas here without them. 


*~END OF CHAPTER~* 


Have You Given Into Madness? 


Author's Notes: 
**PLEASE READ** 


Hi readers!!! Long time, no post.. (Lol.. Don't worry, | have an explanation.which is really the main reason why 
l'm posting this right now.) 


So, as most of you know, I've been working on "You Have Come To The Right Place" (book two of this series). | 
was posting consistently for a while and then.Well.| kinda went MIA (James much?? nahhh). 


Here's the deal.. | had a bad period of writer's block due to my own struggles which is initially why | hadn't 
posted in over a month, but now | am currently working on getting my PERSONAL TRAINING certification 
(WHILE working SIX days a week) so to be blunt.. | don't have any free time y'all! (oof) 


| really wanted to post so | could give you this explanation AND also reassure you guys that! am HERE. | am 
NOT abandoning my books. My updates will just take a LOT longer than usual and | just ask that you stay 
patient with me (because trust me guys.. James constantly "speaks" to me throughout the day telling me | 
need to write! He won't let me leave his story unfinished! LMAO). 


So, long story short, | wanted to pop back over to THIS drop-in compilation so | could give you guys one of my 
many random drop-in scenes that | have had hiding in my drive for the past year, waiting to be added.. | 
figured I'd give you the explanation and a little piece of writing so you know that I'm still alive (lol. 


(CONTINUED BELOW) 


TIMELINE WISE.. This takes place sometime AFTER James is OUT of treatment.t don't have an EXACT 
timeframe but | would estimate somewhere between 8 months to a year post-discharge! (and it is very 
important to note that even this long after treatment the struggles don't just disappear. this will be made 


very clear in this piecel) 


The MAIN warning for this is straight BODY DYSMORPHA (and for you guys who have been following my 
series thus far.you should know what this is.and if you haven't.to put it in simple terms: a distorted 
perception of one's body) -- other warnings that apply include IRRATIONAL EATING DISORDER THOUGHTS, 
MENTION OF LAXATIVES, ¢ ANXIETY/PANIC -- 


I'll be honest.. It feels a little vulnerable posting this but | do believe its important for others to understand 
the ways body dysmorphia can manifest, and if any of you are wondering. The way James experiences his body 


dysmorphia in this piece is pretty similar to how | experience mine. I've had urges on and off to share this one 


with you guys but | kept chickening out (which is a little ridiculous considering some of my heavier content 
involving trauma that I've posted). 


Anyway.. | hope you enjoy it! And again, thank you for sticking with me even through my insanely erratic 
posting schedule.All of your support throughout this series has meant the world to me and | wish | was able 
to give all of you hugs! 


FYI: There IS a second part of this written but l'm still deciding if | will go forward and post it.. Let me know if 


you'd be interested cause apparently I'm not capable of making decisions !! 


ONE MORE FYI: Figure I'd casually let y'all know that | took a virtual voice workshop on ZOOM two weeks ago 
and a CERTAIN someone happened to be attending it too... Any guesses??? (Some of you know..Some may not.| 
can't keep track of who | tell anything to!) 


James's House 

Los Angeles, California 

JAMES'S PON 

Recovery is so frustrating at times. 


Its really aggravating that | could be doing awesome for days.. weeks.. even months on end, but then | have 
days like today. Days where | start questioning why | chose recovery in the first place.. Days where | start 
feeling tormented by all of my thoughts and urges and compulsions.. Days where | contemplate whether | 


should continue to fight on with this or just throw in the towel because it would be "easier" to give up.. 


| fuckin’ hate days like this, but | also know that it's inevitable to have rough days in recovery. Trust me, | 
know they happen but | wish they didn't because honestly, who the fuck wants to feel tortured in their mind 
like this on any day? 


Working out usually makes me feel good. I'll be beaming with adrenaline during the exercises even though my 
muscles feel tortured because | know how accomplished I'll feel when I'm finished. | get reminded of how 
freakin’ cool it is to be able to be strong enough to do these crazy workouts. | actually feel grateful for my 


body when l'm exercising. 
Well screw that , because that's definitely not how | feel right now. 


| was literally fine an hour ago. | swear, I'm not even exaggerating. Things can go from zero to one hundred 


with me in a fuckin’ second and it drives me nuts. That's exactly what's going on right now. 


| felt amazing during my workout but now | feel like I'm about to quiver to the ground. 


| hate mirrors. | fuckin’ hate mirrors and reflective surfaces so much.. | can't even explain the anger that | 
feel towards them. | hate how much power those damn things have over me. | hate how much power 


my body has over me. 


| looked fine last week. | fuckin’ looked fine , and | was expecting my arm muscles to pop out today because of 
the intense upper body workout that | just finished but no. Everything is the complete opposite. 


I'm losing all of my muscle . 


| know by now that the longer | stare at my body, the worse I'll feel but I'm at the point where | feel glued to 
the ground in front of the mirror so | physically cannot get myself away from it, and it sucks. It fuckin’ sucks 


because | feel like I'm about to lose it. 
Scratch that. lve already lost it. 


I've already lost it because | know for a fact that I'm gaining weight. If I'm not gaining weight then something 
else is freakin’ going on because | swear to god, my arms look like they're blowing up. | don't mean that in a 


good way like muscles popping. | mean that in the worst way possible.. | mean it in terms of fat. 


| don't see my arm muscles right now and | feel like I'm going nuts because some part of me knows that 


rationally it is impossible to lose your muscle mass if you're working out consistently. | get it. | know. 
Fuck! 


| know all of that but | also see this! | don't give a shit how many times I've been told that my perception of 
myself is skewed because when I'm having moments like this it just doesn’t fucking matter! 


| guarantee that if the people who have told me this were in my shoes right now they would rethink their 
words. They would have to. How can my freakin’ eyes be broken if l'm staring at concrete proof that's right 


in front of my face?! 


Its not even about the way my body feels today. | don't even care about my clothes touching me. | don't 


care about taking up space because that's not what's freakin’ me out. Its my reflection 
Today its about what | see. 


It makes no freakin’ sense to me. | didn't care about this earlier. | didn't care about this when | was working 
in the studio. | didn't care about this while | was eating. | didn't think about my body at all today until now! 
And now that I'm thinking about it, this is fuckin’ happening. | was fine all day until | saw my bare arms in the 


damn mirror! 


Fuck the mirror. 
Fuck every damn reflective surface out therel 
But more importantly fuck my body! 


Sometimes | really wish that | never kept all of the body checking pictures on my phone because in times like 
these, | end up using these as proof that the body changes | see are freakin’ real. If there's visual evidence, 
then no one can tell me I'm wrong. If | show someone a picture of me from a week ago and then one from 


today, they would be able to see that my arms look different! There's no way around it. There just isn’t 


l'm so embarrassed because | really do feel like | might start crying, because who the fuck cries about shit 
like this? It's ridiculous! At the same time, it feels like a valid reason for me to be upset because | just don't 
understand! | don't understand how my body could be changing right now if | haven't done anything 

differently! Every dietitian I've talked to has told me that the only way that you gain weight is if you eat 
more calories than you burn. That's the only way that weight gain happens. | get it.. | believe them. It's 


science. 


But my body isn't following that for some reason! None of those fuckin’ rules apply to me because my body 


just wants to fuckin’ torture me! 


I'm working out every damn day, training different muscles, and eating the same way | usually do, yet I'm on 
the verge of tears because my muscles are disappearing and I'm gaining weight! | can't wrap my head around 
this at all! It doesn't make sense! 


My head is already starting to shoot out all of the possible reasons for why this is happening. My fuckin’ 
brain just doesn't hesitate when it comes to conjuring up the worst case scenarios for situations like this.. | 
fuckin’ hate it. 

Youre eating less protein which means you're losing muscle mass. 


If youre losing muscle mass, your metabolism slows down which leads to weight gain 


You dont know the exact caloric amount of the brownie that you had the other day, so that's the reason! If you 
hadn't had that then this wouldn't have happened! 


You skipped your workout the other day so your body went right into fat storing mode! Everyone else can skip a 
day but when you do, your body doesn't know how fo handle it and you end up losing all of the muscle that you 
gained! You end up blowing up lke a balloon! 


Its because you havent been drinking enough water. If you're dehydrated your muscles will shrivel and your 
metabolism will slow down and you'll gain weight- 


But if you drank more water you would bloat and you would feel weighed down which would fuck up your workouts 


| can't even keep track of every fuckin’ reason its shooting at me because it's going in every freakin 
direction! If my brain was a design, it would be a zig zag because that's literally what it feels like is happening 
right now. It's like a computer that has twenty random tabs open all at the same time.. It's chaotic and it's 


driving me nuts! 


I'm aggravated. | feel like | shouldn't be dealing with things like this any more because of how long I've been 
fighting this now. Shouldn't things be going away? | get that recovery takes time but sometimes | feel like 
nothing has changed because | find myself in episodes like this.. Things start to feel like they were at the 
beginning and that's fuckin’ terrifying. 


When | start obsessing this badly about my body and come up with detailed explanations as to why 

these changes are occurring, | feel a fucked up sense of nostalgia. Its not positive nostalgia.. Its a horrible, 
eerie, tormenting kind of memory.. When I'm doing well my thoughts aren't this bad. My eating disorder voice 
isn't this loud. Sure, my body dysmorphia is something | deal with on the daily but it's not always so extreme 
like right now! 


I'm not in front of the mirror every day. I'm not on the verge of tears every day because l'm convinced that 
my muscles are disappearing for no reason l'm not plagued by all of these stupid thoughts every day like | 
am today. I'm not always in this state of mind | am now, and | want it to end 


| don't know how long I've been standing here now, but | need to just fuckin’ walk away. | need to take a damn 
shower, clean all of the sweat off of me, and then eat dinner, and fuck.. That's actually the last damn thing 
that | want to do.. Especially when I'm feeling like this... 


Are you fuckin’ kidding me?! 


| just want to scream. | want to scream and cry and punch a wall and throw something and god fuckin’ help me 


| can't do this right now! 


I'm not even in front of the mirror anymore but | don't feel any better. What a fuckin’ surprise! It doesn't 

even matter because | still know what | saw. Just because l'm not staring right at it, that doesn't mean that 
it isn't there.. That doesn't make the changes go away. They're still there to freakin’ haunt me.. just like my 

damn body. 


| hate my body. | hate that I'm stuck to it and | hate that | can't do anything to stop these freakin’ changes 
from happening! | hate that no matter what | do to try to stop it, it doesn't listen and just continues to 
torture the shit outta me! | hate that | have to just live with it and accept that it's a part of me when | 
don't want it to be a part of me! | don't want to be connected to it! | want it gone! 


Right now | want my body gone because if it was | wouldn't be feeling so miserable. | wouldn't be in my damn 
bathroom crying my eyes out, feeling terrified to take a shower.. | wouldn't be so disgusted and repulsed by it 
because it wouldn't be here. | wouldn't be obsessing over every nonexistent change because there wouldn't be 


any to obsess over! | wouldn't be in this freakin situation right now! 
It's not fair. 


| fucking hate all of this. 


| already knew that taking a shower was gonna be a horrible idea, but now it's confirmed. 
That was the worst shower I've taken in my fuckin’ life. 


| don't even know how | managed to wash myself in there when all | wanted to do was scratch my fuckin’ skin 
open. | spent more time pulling on my arms and squeezing my "fat" around than | did scrubbing my body with 


soap. Of course all that did was make me feel worse but it's a damn compulsion. | can't fuckin’ help it. 


Now that l'm out | thought that | would be a little calmer but that's not happening. l'm feeling just as 
horrible.. Actually, I'm feeling worse than | did before | even went in the shower in the first place. 


My arms fuckin’ hurt now because of how much I've obsessively pinched them. The skin is red and blotchy 
and it's all my damn fault just like everything else. | continue to make things worse for myself but honestly, | 
just deserve it at this point because | caused the whole shit show in the first place. If | hadn't developed a 
stupid eating disorder, | wouldn't be dealing with this fuckin’ shit! 


| brought it upon myself but | can't get myself out of it! That's not right. | hate recovery. | fuckin’ hate it 
because it doesn't matter how hard of a day you're having. You still have to follow through with everything 
that's necessary to get better. 


Well, what if | don't fuckin’ want to? What if | don't want to eat dinner? What if | just want to skip it and go 
out to buy laxatives instead, huh?! What if | want to do that?! What's gonna happen?! 


No one can fuckin’ tell me no because it's in my power to choose to listen to my healthy self or not, 

but fuck .. | do want to. | hate admitting this but | wish | could buy laxatives right now. | realize it wouldn't 
do anything but escalate the issues l'm having but I'm desperate.. | feel helpless and tormented by all of my 
distortions and | just need some kind of relief.. | need some kind of quick fix.. My brain is automatically jumping 
to that. [ts jumping right to laxatives 


You'll feel emptier and lighter.. Your muscle definition will show more because your body will be cleansing itself of 
all of the toxins that it's pumped with that's caused all of the weight gain You'll feel more energized during your 


workouts so you'll get more out of them which means you'll be making more progress and your muscle definition 


will show more.. 


Every freakin thing it's telling me sounds so true.. Some part of me knows deep down that it's irrational, but 
the voice is always so stealthy and convincing.. At least, it fries to be. I'm used to hearing these things, but 
they haven't been this loud in a while. Sure, some days | contemplate whether | should skip a meal or not, but 
| haven't wanted to go out and buy laxatives.. | haven't thought about that in a long fuckin’ time.. 


| don't want to.. | don't actually want to do it. | don't want to give in.. | don't want to force myself out to a 
pharmacy and buy detox pills.. | don't want to because | know that if | do I'll be setting myself up to fall into 
another trap. Deep down | know how my brain works.. | know the nature of my addiction One time can turn 
into multiple times, and before | know it | can be dug deep into a full blown relapse.. | don't want that. 


| really don't want that. 


| don't want it, yet I'm standing here with tears in my eyes and quivering lips because | feel so helpless.. | feel 
tormented and desperate, and | don't know what to do. 


| thought | would be able to resist it.. | really really did, but | couldn't. 
| didnt. 


The bottle of cleansing pills are staring right at me, on top of my kitchen table. My vision is locked on the 
huge bold letters pasted on the front. 


14 Day Açaí Berry Cleanse 


These are the same fuckin’ pills that | bought while | was on tour. They were the first laxatives | had ever 


taken, and here | am again.. Ready to take them again 
| thought that waiting the torture out would have made me feel better, but it hasn't. | couldn't fuckin’ take it 
anymore! | fried to resist. | tried to distract myself. | fned , but | just couldn't wait any longer. Before | 


knew it, | was fully dressed, out the door, and in my car, driving to the closest pharmacy | could find.. 


| ran in there like | was on autopilot, heart beating out of my chest. My eyes immediately found the correct 
aisle, and within five minutes, | was back home with the bottle in my hands. 


I've been stuck in my damn kitchen, staring at the bottle ever since. 


"What's it gonna do for you?" 


Nikki's piercing voice shoots through my head. | really want to scream at him and ask why the fuck he even 
decided to come here right now. | don't need him trying to watch over me like I'm some person who can't be 


trusted! He doesn't understand why | want to fuckin’ do this.. He doesn't get that | need it. 

My body is tense, and | feel like I'm about to cry. | feel myself trembling with uneasiness and pure 
desperation. The bottle is taunting the shit outta me, but what's tormenting me way more are my fucking 
arms.. 

I'm not even looking at them but | still know.. | know that they're just growing. They're getting bigger and 
bigger and flabbier and | can't fucking stop it from happening! They're changing, and | still don't know why 
they're changing, and | just want it all to fuckin’ stop already! 

This shouldn't be sending me into a silent breakdown! | should be over this- 

"What are these laxatives gonna do, James?" 

They'll take the pain away! That's what they'll do! 

| don't answer him. | don't even open my mouth because | fuckin’ cant. I'm convinced that if | try to speak, lll 
cry, and | can't have that happen right now. | just can't! It's humiliating enough that | went and bought 
laxatives in the first damn place, but now having Nikki witness me with my poison is even more-so. 

The longer that | stare at the damn bottle, the more agitated | feel. | can make out Nikki's concerned but wise 
eyes through my peripheral vision, but | don't want to look at him. | don't want to make eye contact because 
itll make me feel even worse. It'll make the sensation of being exposed grow stronger and l'm already fuckin’ 
exposed. | feel like someone took a scalpel and started shaving my skin open 

I'm fuckin’ raw. 

| feel raw and tortured, and | just can't deal with this! 


"The answer is nothing." 


| can feel Nikki coming closer to me, and my body stiffens up. Before | know it, he has his head leaning in near 
me. His voice is hushed but his words are direct and full of insight... Insight that | just can't absorb right now. 


Insight that's absolute bullshit 
"They're not gonna do anything for you, James." 


He shakes his head and grabs the bottle off of the table, leaving me with a pit in my stomach and tense 


muscles. | swear to god, | feel my whole body beginning to tremble with frustration now. 


"They'll give you a temporary fix that will only cause you more harm in the long run" He lets out a sigh and 
looks at me, but | stay silent. If | try to speak, I'll scream, 


"James, | know you know that.. This is your damn brain fucking with you." 
No! No, it ISNT! [just want it all to fucking stop already! | can't deal with i! | can't deal with it- 


| shake my head frantically. | can't listen to this bullshit right now! He has no ideal He doesn't fuckin’ know! 


He doesn't fuckin’ know how awful this all feels right now! | don't care what he says! He's wrong- 


Before | know it, | find myself in a standing position. | feel like I'm running on pure adrenaline and agitation right 


now. My eyes are stuck on the bottle in Nikki's hands. My whole body feels flushed with desperation 

"Your addiction is trying to latch onto you, right now." 

Nikki is speaking calmly, but his eyes are burning holes into my soul, and | swear | feel like I'm getting backed 
into a corner. | still don't say anything, but at this point its taking all of my power to not grab the damn 
bottle out of his hands and run to the bathroom with it. It really.. really is. 

"| know James." He shakes his head and his eyes widen. "It sucks!" | can hear the frustration in his voice, 
and | can only imagine that he's reliving his own past with every damn word he says to me. It doesn’t help the 
case, though.. | feel like I'm about to jump outta my fuckin’ skin 


‘Its being a real bastard.. but that's what they do. They try to sneak in at the most inconvenient moments." 


Inside I'm fucking shaking with intense agitation and urgency. | want to throw a damn mug or something 


because no one gets it! No one fuckin’ gets it! 
"IFs fucking with you--" 
"No, it isn't!" 


My words come out sharp and abrupt, but | can't fucking help it now. | can't hold it in anymore. My arms 
are stiff at my sides with hands in fists. My knuckles feel like they're about to go white. 


"Yes, it is" Nikki slowly walks closer to me, as he speaks in a slow, calm, steady tone; the exact opposite of 


mine. "It's fucking with you very badly right now." 


| could swear | feel tears starting to well in my eyes now, and my body is freezing up. It's freezing up but | 
can't just stand here and say nothing! | can't- 


"Nol" My head shakes frantically, and my voice is full of strained adamancy. "No! It isnt" 


"James..." 


My body tenses up as Nikki walks closer to me. He's right next to me now and he's leaning his head near my 


face and no, no, no, no- 


Get away from me! Get the fuck away from me! GET AWAY FROM MY BODY! | DONT WANT YOU T10 SEE 
IT! YOULL SEE HOW DISGUSTING MY ARMS ARE! STOP! STOP! STOP- 


My heart is starting to race real fast and | feel sweat beginning to drip down my face. My whole body is 
tense and my muscles are as stiff as a board 


| almost don't even realize that Nikki has his hand on my shoulder, but the second that | do, | flinch. My 
stomach is fuckin’ dropping 


Dont touch me.. DONT FUCKING TOUCH ME! 
"I know what you're thinking, James." 


He smiles with empathy and narrows his eyes, as he gives me a long, hard stare. My breaths feel hitched. 


My body feels hot. My hands feel clammy. | feel like I'm gonna die. 

"I know your mind is spitting out some shit right now, but I'm here to let you know..". He breathes in and 
exhales slowly, as he speaks in a hushed tone. He releases his hand from my shoulder and lets his warm eyes 
meet mine, but | immediately look away. 

| can't do this right now. 

"James... Your body is not changing." 


My eyes squeeze shut at his statement because that's such a fuckin’ lie! 


Its the biggest goddamn le Ive heard in my life! How can you tucking fell me that, Nikki?! Are you blind?! Are 
you fuckin’ blind?! ARE YOU- 


"Stop /ying to me!" 


The words shoot out of my mouth without my control and now | feel humiliated | snap my head back around 


to Nikki, while shame and embarrassment flood my body. | feel suffocated but not enough to stay silent. 


Tears are starting to drip down my face now but | don't even give a shit! | don't care because he doesn't fee/ 


it! He doesn't know what this fucking feels like! 


‘lm not lying to you." Nikki is shaking his head at me, but still continues speaking calmly. "I wouldn't lie.” 


"Then why is my fuckin’ perception different, huh?!" | feel my teeth gritting, and begin to flail my arms in the 
air out of pure frustration Angry tears are falling down my flushed face. "And don't go and start with 
the ‘you cant trust your eyes right now’ because that's fucking bullshit |" 


My words are full of intense venom, but no matter how much | speak, | can't release my aggravation! Nothing 


is fucking helping | 


YOU ARE A DISGUSTING PIECE OF SHIT JAMES! LOOK AT YOU! YOURE REPULSIVE AND HORRIFYING AND 
EVERYONE FUCKING SEES IT! NIKK/ IS SEEING IT RIGHT NOW, MEANWHLE HE'S TELLING YOU HE ISNT! HE'S SUCH 
A FUCKING LIAR! HES LYING TO YOU BECAUSE HE DOESNT GIVE A SHIT ABOUT YOU! YOU DESERVE 10 FEEL 
TORMENTED LIKE THS ANYWAY! YOU PIECE OF GARBAGE! THS iS WHAT YOU GET! YOUR FAT, DISGUSTING 
BODY IS A SYMBOL OF HOW HIDEOUS OF A PERSON YOU ARE ON THE INSIDE! THIS IS WHAT EVERYONE SEES SO 
STOP BEING A BABY ABOUT IT AND SHUT UP- 


The noise in my head is piercing and | feel like I'm about to break down right now. My whole body is shaking. 
Every single one of my muscles and joints are strained, and the veins in my neck are starting to bulge out. | 
feel like an animal who is about to run rampant in the wild. | feel like l'm about to burst. 

Nikki isn't saying a damn word. He's just looking at me with concern. His eyes are full of empathy and 
understanding, and all | want to do is shake him! | want to shake him, scream, and show him! | need to 
fucking show him what | seel! 

My mouth quivers as | open it. | can taste the salt of my own tears. 

"I see it Nikkil" My voice shakes but its full of toxicity. My eyes are wide, and they feel like they're about to 
pop outta their sockets. "I fucking see it!" My breaths are quickening, and | feel my chest tightening as | 
speak. Acid is starting to creep up into my throat, and that only enhances the pain I'm in right now. My face 
scrunches up in anguish. 


"How can you not see it?! There's no way that you can't see it!" 


| immediately grab my arm and begin to pull at my tricep.. Well, the fuckin’ muscle that's supposed to be 
there, but isn't! It's just flab. Fat 


" Look at i!" | screech, while angrily squeezing it. "Look at it, Nikki! Look at this fuckin’ shit-" 
"James..." 


| can hardly hear Nikki because l'm too sucked into my head now. | can't stop squeezing my damn arm. l'm 


squeezing it so hard that it hurts. It fuckin’ hurts. 


"The fuckin’ muscle is gone and it's covered up in new fuckin’ fat —" 


"James." 

More tears are running down my face, and my hands are shaking, but my grip is only getting tighter. Its 
getting so tight that I'm pretty sure I'm about to break my own skin but who the fuck cares if | do?! | 
deserve it anyway, and plus, it would get my body off wouldn't it?! 

It would GET /T OFF! 

Get it off! Get it off of me! GET IT OFF! 

"James, please listen to me-" 


NO! SHUT THE FUCK UP! STOP TRYING 10 TELL ME IM SEEING WRONG! STOP! STOP! NIKKI STOP- 


| almost don't realize that I've started scratching my skin until my hands are locked in Nikki's grip. He is 


squeezing them both so tight, but | need to get away! | NEED TO GET AWAY- 


"James." 


The stare that he is giving me is intense, and his eyes are piercing. My heart is in my throat and | feel my 


whole body trembling. | let out a hitched breath as my mouth quivers. 
"Your brain is fucking with you." 


My tears fall harder at Nikki's words because | can't believe him! | can't believe him and | can't stay still like 


this! | need to get out of here - 
"Do you hear me?" His eyes widen as the intensity of his voice grows stronger. “It's /ying " 


| start shaking my head out of pure desperation, and now I'm crying. l'm trying to not make noise but it's no 


use. It's all coming out.. | can't do it.. | can't do this anymore! 


Everything hurts so badly right now, and | feel so exposed and terrified.. 'm pushing my face into my chest 
because | don't want to be seen and | just want all of this to end, but it doesn't... It doesn't ever end! 


Its lying to you, James." 
| feel Nikki's arms wrapping around me, and now he's running circles into my back All! want to do is pull 
away but | can't. I'm shaking too much, and my breathing is hitched, and the tears won't stop, and | can't 


think! Everything is so jumbled and | need my brain shut off.. 


"IFs okay.. | know, James... | know.” 


No, you don't! Stop saying that- 


"IFs fuckin’ painful.. But you know what that means? That means you're doing the work.. You're fighting it and 
that's when the demons get pissed.. They're so fuckin mad at you, James." 


The longer that I'm locked in Nikki's grip, the closer | feel my body surrendering to the embrace. It doesn't 
feel right.. It doesn't feel right to be touched like this right now.. It doesn't... /t doesnt.. It doesnt. 


"Let them be pissed, because the more you piss ‘em off, the weaker they'll get. You're the one who's gettin’ 
stronger.. Even if it doesn't feel like it." 


It doesn't feel right, but it feels safe in a strange sort of way. | can't stop my trembling or my tears or 
uncomfortable sensations that are shooting through my body, but being in a tight embrace like this means 
that l'm covered up. When my body is hidden, | feel protected.. 


| feel concealed . 


"I know it feels like itll never end, but | can promise you that it does.. The pain doesn't last, James.. The pain 


from recovery is temporary, but the pain from your addiction is permanent. ." 


İt never fuckin’ ends! Why are you felling me that?! You always say itll get better but then it never does and | 


wake up feeling the same, if not worse! Its not fair! | don't want to feel this way any more! 


Despite the agony that | feel trapped in, and the way my mind is screaming at me, Nikki's words still manage 


to hit me. | curl my body up even more, as | feel his grip on me grow tighter. More tears fall down my face. 


"You gotta hold on. Don't give up now, James.. Today's a rough day, but not all days are like this.. You're gonna 
be okay." 


There is no part of me that feels okay, but even though I'm convinced that things will never get better, 


somewhere deep down.. 


| know he's right. 


Sometimes You Wonder If H's Ever Gonna End 


Author's Notes: 
Hey y'all! 


Just poppin’ on here to post the second half of the piece | posted last week ("Have You Given Into Madness?") 


-- | had a few people express interest (that means a lot, by the way, so thank youl) so | figured I'd bite the 
bullet and go for it! 


Timeline is the same as last week's chapter since this piece is set the the day after the previous ended, but 


for anyone who needs a reminder.. 


TIMELINE WISE. This takes place sometime AFTER James is OUT of treatment! don't have an EXACT 
timeframe but | would estimate somewhere between 8 months to a year post-discharge! (and it is very 
important to note that even this long after treatment the struggles don't just disappear. this will be made 
very clear in this piecel) 

**Warnings: Body dysmorphia, anxiety/panic attacks, trauma responses (fight/flight/freeze)** 

As always, thank you for your support.. l'm so behind on replying to comments but please know that | read 
EVERY SINGLE WORD and they all mean so much to me.. If it weren't for you readers, this series wouldn't 
have evolved to where it is today! 

And PS.. | am *TRYING* my hardest to maneuver my way back to "You Have Come To The Right Place"... Like | 
mentioned last week, | have almost no free time to myself anymore because of my busy schedule, BUT hang 
tight guys.. Writing is being done.l'm doing what | can to keep the spark goin.. 

Lots of love € good vibes ! 


-Livdonna 


James's House 
Los Angeles, California 
JAMES'S POV 


One of the worst fuckin’ feelings is waking up the morning after a terrible night and feeling no different. 


After last night's body distortion shit show, | was pleading in the back of my head for today to be better.. | 
was holding onto a tiny bit of hope.. | was begging for my mind to reset itself, and all | wanted was for 
everything to freakin’ pass.. 


It didnt. 
| woke up this morning feeling the same, if not, worse.. 


This is torment that | can't even explain in words.. This kind of torture is layers deep and it hits me down to 
my core. No matter what | try to do to stop it, | just can't. 


| don't know how | fell asleep last night to begin with... Nikki helped me calm down, but | still felt way too high- 
strung to even think about relaxing... | don't remember much. All | know is that | ended up wrapping myself in 
a ton of blankets because | wanted to cover myself up so badly.. | was terrified to even look at my body 


because | knew the visual would send me into a spiral again. 
Well, guess what?! 
The damn spiral never stopped spiraling! 


| didn't want to get out of bed.. | didn't. From the moment that | opened my eyes, | had a horrible feeling of 


dread wash upon me.. | just knew .. | knew today was gonna be bad.. 
| just didn't think it would be this bad. 


When | say bad, | mean bad as in looking in the mirror one time and being flooded with every single emotion and 
obsession that tormented me last night... I'm talking about being absolutely terrified to leave my damn house 
because the idea of anyone else seeing my disgusting body felt too unsafe and dangerous to me.. | mean 
ignoring every phone call that I've gotten because fixating on my body is way more important, and | couldn't 
risk taking five minutes to stop engaging in the ridiculous compulsion... l'm talking about avoiding the foods that | 
was truly craving and choosing items based on what | thought would cleanse or prevent my body from 


doing catastrophic things... 
That's only a few, but when | say bad that is what | mean. 
I've only been awake for a few hours, and it's been unbearable. 


| can only imagine what the rest of today is gonna fuckin’ be like.. 


"You cannot listen to your brain right now. It is LYING to you.." 


My fist collides with my own kitchen table, leaving me with a throbbing pain in my hand that travels up my 


arm. 


‘James. It is fucking with you.. lil keep on saying it if | have to.. It is telling you LIES so that you give into its bullshit 


n 


| should have expected Nikki to show up here... again 


| should have fuckin’ expected it, but | didn't, and now he's here. Of course he decides to come when l'm in the 


middle of another fuckin’ breakdown! 


"You don't understand!" Tears run down my face at a rapid speed as | feel my whole body shaking with 
anguish and frustration. "You don't get it, Nikki!" 


"James... | do.." 
He grabs onto my hands and squeezes them, as | stand here feeling like I'm about to fucking die. 
| shake my head at him urgently! 


No you don't! No you don't! NO YOU DONT- 


is threatening to drip down my back, and for the love of god.. No.. no... no.. NOI 


My hands tremble in Nikki's grip as he gives me a loving, suffocating, nurturing stare; the kind of look that 


makes me want to crawl out of my skin and fuckin’ die- 


"Yes..". He starts to nod his head and | can see the pain in his own eyes. "James, | hate that | can empathize 
with you, but the truth is that | can. ". He sighs. "Maybe its not the exact same thing you're going through, 
but an addiction is an addiction.. Demons are demons no matter how they manifest themselves.” He nods his 
head with wide eyes, but his brows are furrowed. | still want to argue that he doesn't understand, but what's 


the damn use? 


No one will ever get it. 


"Why don't we go outside for some fresh air? It might help you... | can tell you're tense-" 


My eyes immediately widen, and | feel a pit in my stomach at Nikki's suggestion. My lips start to quiver, and 
my temperature rises. | begin to shake my head. 


"Why not?" 


Because.. Itll make everything worse! IHI make everything worse, Nkkil I already feel so exposed and all | want to 
do is fucking hide but noooo, lets fucking go OUTSIDE! What a great fucking ideal Are you nuts?! ARE YOU 
FUCKING NUTS?! 


My mind is racing with anxiety-ridden tormenting pleas but | can't say anything, so | don't. | stay silent in my 
trembling, stiff, flushed body. My defective, disgusting, unsafe, shell.. 


"James..." 
Nikki gives me a nurturing stare, as | feel his eyes begin to burn holes into my soul. 


| know you're high-strung right now and the cold wind might help with that" He releases his grip from my 
hands and proceeds to place a hand on my forehead. "You're flushed. | can feel your fuckin’ heart racing... His 
hand moves to my shoulder and he begins to rub circles into it, in a gentle coaxing manner. All | can do is 


cringe. 


Stop touching me.. Stop touching my body! Stop touching my body! Stop touching my body! STOP TOUCHNG MY 
BODY- 


A hitched breath shoots out of my lips and before | can do anything else, | feel Nikki gently leading me out of 
my kitchen and into the foyer of my house. | have no idea what's possessing me to walk with him right now. 


It's like my freakin’ muscles are betraying me. 


My heart only races more as | get closer to the front door. Every step that | take increases my overall 


discomfort and horrible internal dread. 


| don't wanna go outside.. | don't wanna go outside.. | don't wanna go outside.. | dont wanna go outside... NO! I don't 
WANNA GO OUTSIDE- 


My internal pleas sound childlike and desperate but that's what | feel like right now. The reality that I'm 
forced to live is so terrifying and this is only gonna escalate everything and | can't do it! What the fuck isn't 
he understanding! 


| can't do it! 


| cross my arms over my chest in a protective posture, the only one that gives me a false sense of safety, 
and stare at Nikki wide-eyed, as | watch him slowly open the door to the outside. | feel paralyzed and frozen 


| don't want to move. | can't move! | cant move- 


"Come on, James..". He speaks in a gentle voice as he holds the door open, allowing the cool breeze to rush into 


the house and onto my chest. "H's okay.. This is gonna help.." 


No! No, it fucking isn't! Youre being ridiculous! You have no idea how much worse this is gonna make things! | 


can’t NKK! | CANT! 


The grip that my hands have on my shoulders only grows tighter. The longer that Nikki leaves the door open, 
the more anxious | feel. Having the cold wind make contact with my skin is already enhancing my sensations; 
the sensation of being connected to my body. My throat is about to close.. My heart continues to race.. 
Sweat continues to drip down my back and my face.. Salty tears are welling in my eyes, but I'm still frozen. | 


don't have the capability to move a muscle. 

My own body is paralyzing me. 

If | could, | would run right down to my studio, grab a thousand blankets, and hide in a dark corner where no 
one could see me, but | can't.. | can't do that and the fact that l'm in this situation makes me feel trapped.. 
boxed in.. prisoned . 

l'm a prisoner of my own body and the sensations that it brings me, but I'm also a prisoner of my mind and 
the terrible discomfort that it consistently floods me with. | can't stop my thoughts and | can't stop 

my panic and | can't stop my anguish and my desperation and my helplessness and my powerlessness - 

"James." 

My heart pounds in my chest as Nikki begins to reach an arm out to me. My body immediately tenses up, 
and my stomach drops profusely. The adrenaline is rising.. It's rising.. It's rising.. and his hand is getting closer.. 
It's getting closer, fuck fuck fuck fuck FUCK- 

"Nol" 

| let out a desperate plea, and flinch as Nikki's hand touches my shoulder. | want to swat him away but | can't 
because if | do, I'll need to move my arms from my chest and | can't do that because then my body will be 
exposed and | CAN'T EXPOSE MYSELF! | CAN'T EXPOSE MYSELF- 

"We're just gonna go on your porch.. Just for five minutes, alright?" 

No! No! No! / cant! Nkkj | can't! 

My trembles are only getting worse now, and | swear to god, | must look like a complete mental case, but 
everything l'm feeling is so intense. Its foo strong. Its overpowering everything and | don't know how to make 


it stop- 


"You're gonna be okay.. | just want you to try to breathe." 


| almost don't realize that I've started to space out, until | find myself outside on my front porch. | swear to 
god, | am shaking so hard and | feel like I'm about to break down. | don't understand why Nikki's doing this! 
Why is he trying to torture me this way?! | already torture myself enough! | don't need anyone else doing it 


too- 


"Alright, James.. Why don't we sit down... Sit on the step.. Take in the breeze that's blowing the leaves off of 
the trees." 


| would usually resist the proposal to sit, but because of how exposed | feel right now, | give in The second 
that my butt makes contact with the concrete step, | bring my knees up to my chest, and wrap my arms 
around them. If I'm being forced to stay out here like this, this is how | have to be.. If | don't, I'll break down.. 


"Okay. Good." 


Nikki is speaking in such a meditative voice and | think for anyone else, it would be incredibly grounding, but it's 
not helping me right now! | can't even tune into it.. [ts so hard! All | can do is push my head further into my 
knees and squeeze my eyes shut. My heart is about to pop outta my throat, and now my chest is starting to 


burn. 


‘I'm gonna guide you with my voice. | want you to try to tune into your breath. Breathe in with a count of 


five.. l. 2. 3.. 4.. 5." 


| can't lift my head up to see him, but | can only imagine that Nikki is doing the breathing techniques himself. 
He gets so zen when he's in nature, but I'm the exact opposite. Right now, | am the furthest from calm.. and 


zen.. and grounded.. | feel tortured . 
"Exhale for a count of eight... B.. 1. b.. 5... 4... 3... 2. 1." 


| can't follow the breathing cues that Nikki is giving me. | can't even attempt to try to breathe right now. I'm 
curled up so tightly that | feel like my airways are being blocked but it feels way too unsafe to open myself 


up.. 

But, at the same time, even being cocooned in a ball doesn't take the body torment away. | always think that 
if | try to hide, | won't feel attached anymore but its not true.. Its a le! Its a damn lie because now | feel 
like my clothes are suffocating me and they're gonna choke me to death, and | can't do this! 


"James... I'm gonna ask you to try to lift your head up.. Constricting your body tends to make anxiety worse.." 


My eyes immediately snap open, and | feel my stomach dropping. My chest is clenching, and my knuckles are 
about to turn white because of how tight my hands are gripping my knees. 


/ cant do that. | can't do that. | CANT DO THAT- 


"When you open yourself up, there is more room for oxygen to flow through your body.. Your body will begin 
to release the anguish that has been stored inside of it for so long.. When you open yourself up, your body is 
letting your mind know that it's safe ..”" 


| want to argue. | want to resist so badly because | know that listening to him will only make things worse. 
tll connect me to my body more and at this point | just need someone to rip the damn thing off of me 


because all it's doing is tormenting the hell outta me- 


Thats not gonna help me feel safer! Its gonna make everything feel more dangerous, Nikki! Of all people, | thought 
that you would get that- 


"Come on, James...” 


Nikki's gentle words swim through my head, and | could swear | feel him beginning to gently lift my hand up. | 
feel like I'm about to choke. l'm paralyzed but my breaths are quickening up, and my hands are shaking, and 
I'm starting to sweat again- 


"| can't do this." 


| cry out strained, shaky, abrupt words. My head is lifted up now but | can't even focus on the beautiful 
trees that are in front of me, or the blue sky, or the flowers that are blooming in the bushes around my 
house. All| can fixate on is how my clothes are still squeezing me.. They're squeezing me.. They're squeezing 


me.. They're suffocating me- 
"Nikki, | can't do this!" 


Sweat is dripping down my face at a rapid speed and | feel completely flushed. I'm not holding my tears back 
at this point. There's no way that | can. This feels unsafe.. This feels unsafe.. This feels so unsafe.. 


Everything feels unsafe! 

"James..." 

Nikki leans his head in closer to me, but | can't move my face to look at him. My eyes are locked on what's 
directly in front of me, but my vision isn’t clear. It looks blurry. The trees, and the bushes, and the sky, and 
the sidewalk.. They all look mixed together and distorted. Everything looks distorted, but my sensations are 
distinct. The salt that | taste in my tears is intense. The way my clothes are squeezing me is sharp. The 
way | feel my heart racing is petrifying— 


"James, | want you to try to take a breath with me.." 


| shake my head frantically, letting more tears drip down. Nikki doesn't understand that if | try to breathe, it'll 
make my body awareness worse.. If | breathe, I'll feel the air filling my lungs, which will then bring attention to 


the way my stomach distends, and that will only squeeze my clothes tighter around me, and NO! | can't do 
that! | cant! 


"Every time you inhale, | want you to tune into the way the cold wind feels on your body.. Let the breeze hit 


you, and remind you that you are alive." 

| could swear Nikki is starting to gently coax my hands off of my knees, and | can't even fight him. | feel 
frozen again.. | hate how my panic does this to me! l'm either ready to run away and hide or l'm completely 
paralyzed with no ability to move muscles. 

What is going on?! 

Make it STOP! 


| want to scream: Let go of me! Let go of me, Nikki! What the fuck are you doing?! LET GO! .. But | can't. 


Everything is speeding up inside of me but outwardly I'm not reacting. My breathing is hitched, my heart is 
beating faster than a freight train on cocaine, and I'm shaking. I'm trembling... lim fucking dying. 


"You're okay, James.. | need you to focus on my voice.. Focus on my voice.." 


All| can let out is a strained whimper, and | suddenly find it in me to try to cover myself up again, but Nikki 
somehow stops me. l'm on the verge of breaking down.. It's gonna happen... IFs happening... Is happening.. 


| know this feels uncomfortable, but staying in an open position is what will help you.. It's like an exposure, 
James.. They're scary, but nothing is happening to you right now.. Focus on my voice.. Focus on the way the 


cool breeze feels on your skin." 

The more that Nikki speaks, the more tormented | feel. Being in an exposed position is suffocating me, and now 
I'm hyperventilating. My breathing is shaky, and my hands are shaking, and my whole fuckin’ body is shaking! 
Everything is shaking, and my tears won't stop. They're falling harder... I'm starting to feel dizzy. 


‘Its okay...” 


Nikki grabs onto one of my hands and starts rubbing circles into it, as he continues to try to ground me with 
his voice. | can only respond with hitched breaths and sweat filled tears. 


"This is your body trying to release stored emotions.. Your body is letting go of everything that its been 
forced to hold onto.. It's cleansing itself.. Its okay.. Let it all out.. Your body needs you to do this..." 


| don't know how the hell I'm managing to stay in this spot like this, but | am.. | have no clue how | haven't 
passed out from lack of oxygen. | don't know how I'm getting through this.. 


"You're doing great, James.. Keep on bringing your attention back to the breeze.. Bring it back to your 
breathing..." 


My vision still feels blurry, but I'm noticing that as the time goes on, my breaths are slowing down.. just a 
little.. My body hasn't stopped trembling, but I'm able to feel some oxygen fill up my lungs. My muscles are 


beginning to release a bit of their tension 


"Let the icy feel of the wind remind you that you're here.. You're alive and well.. You are exactly where you 
need to be." 


Every time | manage an inhalation, I'm able to connect to the breeze more and more, but every breath 
triggers more tears. Feeling the wind on me is grounding, but also uncomfortable. However, as more time 
passes, the discomfort lessens.. Slowly but surely.. 

Nikki continues to repeat similar mantras to me.. | keep on hearing his words.. 

‘Focus on the cold breeze.." 

"Tune into your breathing." 


"Remind yourself that you are alive.." 


"Repeat after me.. | am safe.. | am loved.. | am at peace.." 


After what feels like an absolute eternity, my body surrenders itself to the universe, and a strange sense of 


serenity washes over me. 

| am in no means at one-hundred percent, but | definitely feel way better than before. | wish | could say that 
my body awareness has disappeared but that would be a lie. I'm incredibly uncomfortable, but at least | can 
breathe now. | can breathe, and | can see clearly, and I'm not a flushed, jittery, sweaty mess. 


"You did great, James..." 


Nikki hasn't let go of my hand since he started grounding me, and | feel him give me a tight squeeze. | force a 
small smile, even though | don't feel like | did.. 


| feel humiliated and embarrassed. | can't help but wonder why it took me so fuckin’ long to snap out of the 


scary headspace | was in. It shouldn't have taken so long.. There's something wrong with me.. 


Unfortunately, | know from experience that the aftermath of these anxiety ridden episodes are draining as all 


hell. By the end of them, | feel like I've been hit by a bus and then got run over by a truck multiple times.. 


That's what it's like now. 

The hyper vigilance has diminished by a ton, but the awareness is still there. I'm still in tune with how my 
clothes are touching me, but it's manageable.. My body still feels grotesque and scary, but I'm not about to 
rip it apart.. I'm shaken up, but l'm exhausted. 


| feel done. 


| finally muster up the strength to clear my throat, and when | do, a burning sensation shoots up my 
esophagus. fuck ..| cried so much that | dried my throat out.. It hurts. 


"Thanks... 


My voice sounds raspy, but what was | expecting? | close my eyes for a moment, before opening them and 


begin lifting myself into a standing position To my dismay, | catch black spots trying to invade my vision. 
‘Hey, hey-' 

| immediately feel Nikki's hand on my shoulder, and | don't even resist the touch. | honestly feel like shit. 
"Be careful.. | know you tend to get dizzy after bad anxiety.. Take it easy... 


| keep my eyes closed for a few seconds until | feel stable enough to begin walking again. | slowly nod my head 
in acknowledgement at Nikki's words. He's right. | do get dizzy after panic attacks. 


Once the two of us make it back into my house, | walk straight back to the kitchen and grab my sweatshirt 
jacket that | had left on one of the chairs at the table. | don't hesitate before | slide my arms into the 
sleeves, and zip it up. 


If there's anything that | need right now, it's to cover myself up.. The aftermath is yucky .. | feel disgusting.. 


| stand near my kitchen table, hugging myself in the fabric of the sweatshirt for a few moments, until | see 
Nikki peeking his head into the room. 


"You okay?" 
His brows are furrowed but he's smiling at me. He looks like a concerned dad. 


"Yeah..." 


| take a deep breath in, as | let my gaze move around the room.. At all of my cabinets.. and the knickknacks on 


the table.. and the utensils scattered across the counter.. 


"You sure?" 
| dart my eyes back at Nikki and nod my head. 


"Yeah." | clear my throat. "I just.uh..". A sigh escapes my lips as | shake my head with a small smile. "I just 


gotta wait the aftermath out, ya know..." 


The second that | let those words slip out of my mouth, tears start to well in my eyes, and | let out a tiny 
sniffle. Part of me wants to run away and hide because I'm crying again, but | don't... | just stand here, letting 
a small tear drip down my face. 


"James..." 


Nikki walks closer to me, and | gently wrap my arms around myself.. almost like a comforting hug. He looks at 
me, shakes his head, and sighs. 


"You're doing an awesome job..". His eyes are full of warmth, and he puts a hand on my shoulder. "This is hard 


stuff but look at you... He smiles. "You're making it through it.. You're doing it." 


A hitched breath shoots out of my lips, but | force myself to nod my head even if | don't believe him. | can't 
help but spit out my thoughts though. 


"This shouldn't be happening any more, though.." 


My voice is small and fragile, and damn do | freakin’ hate when | come off sounding like a piece of glass that's 


about to shatter.. | immediately move my head down to the floor, but Nikki gently coaxes it back up. 


"No, James..". He shakes his head with a fatherly grin on his face. "You're in recovery, and you're gonna have 
bad days.. Bad moments." His eyebrows furrow and he shrugs his shoulders. "They happen. That's just how it 
is." 

| let out a sigh as | sniffle again. “Sometimes | feel like I've gotten nowhere, ya know?" | shake my head and 
close my eyes. "And sometimes things still feel so fuckin’ hard.. and | keep wondering when it's not gonna be so 


damn difficult anymore..". My eyes open and | look Nikki in the eyes, letting my tears fall. 


"It just makes me wanna throw in the towel sometimes.. Like..". | bite my lips and continue speaking through my 
tears. My voice is hesitant. "I start to think that things would be so much easier if | just gave in, but..". My 
head shakes urgently before | continue. "I know that's not true but its so hard." 


Nikki lets out a soft sigh, while nodding his head. He releases his hand from my shoulder and takes one of my 
hands to squeeze it. 


"I know.. That's your addiction trying to grab ahold of you again" His brows furrow. "But we both know that 


giving in will do nothing for you in the long run.. [tll only add more pain onto the pain you're already feeling." 
| nod my head at Nikki's words because | know he's right.. It's just so fuckin’ hard to let them sink in.. 

"It sounds appealing in the moment, but its a manipulation tactic.. Your demons don't give a shit about you.." 
"L. | know." 


My voice is barely a whisper, and | can't help but shift my gaze towards the ground again because | feel so 


small and vulnerable, yet foo much and too chaotic at the same time. 

My mind feels like a jumbled up puzzle, where pieces are scattered all around but some are missing, and some 
don't have a companion piece. It's difficult to form thoughts now because more tears are falling down my 
face, and the mental anguish that | felt earlier is creeping up again, but it's not the same. 

These are real, raw emotions.. This isn't me covering anything up.. The core emotions are getting released. 


"| just want the pain to stop.. | want it to end, and | feel like its never gonna end." 


My voice cracks, and before | know it, | start breaking down. | can feel Nikki's grip on my hand grow tighter, 
and now he's rubbing my back.. My body is shaking through my tears. 


‘Its gonna.. Its gonna end, James." 


| slowly muster up the courage to lift my head back up to face Nikki, while still crying. | can hardly see his 
features because the tears are blurring my vision, but | hear his voice; his soothing, loving, wise voice. 


"You have to keep on pushing through this. Push through the hard moments.. Push through the discomfort.. 
Push through the urges and the torment and the pain.. Because when you push through it, you'll come out 
stronger. You'll show your demons who the real boss is, and we all know who it is." 

Nikki suddenly points to my chest, as | let out a strained breath. 


‘Its you, James." 


His fatherly, insightful eyes are locked on my tear-stricken ones, but | can't say anything. All | can do is 


tremble in place. 
"You're stronger than them.. One day you'll come to believe that.” 


| want to shake my head so badly because the last thing | feel is strong.. | feel weak and pathetic, but | hold 
back. | force myself to resist, and shut my eyes to try to take in the rest of Nikki's words, as | feel him 


rubbing circles into my back again 


"One day you'll recognize your own self-worth and you'll come to realize that your perseverance has taken you 


to places that you never thought you could get to." 


| allow my eyes to open once more, and that's when Nikki gives me another right squeeze on the shoulder. His 


eyes are piercing and loving. 


"Keep going." 


As much as | want to doubt my ability to get to the other side of this shit, | know that the only way is to 


continue on.. | can't give up.. 

| have to keep going. 

Using the tiny bit of courage that | feel | have, | nod my head as a way to solidify the statement. 
/ will, ikki 


| will keep going. 


Strangelove 


Author's Notes: 
**PLEASE READI!** 


Hey pals! 


Decided to sporadically pop in here to give you a little update (AND an "experimental" drop-in scene, but I'll get 
to that in a secl).. I'm alive! | know its been a while but I'm here to once again promise you guys that l'm 
here.. Busy to the brim between working insane hours and doing my Personal Training certification 


coursework..but l'm alive. 


With that being said, in the TINY bit of free time | have I've been attempting to maneuver back into "You Have 
Come To The Right Place’ (and don't worry.!'m getting closer..! can feel it!) but in the midst of attempting to 

write chapters/pieces for that, I've ended up shooting out random scenes for the way FUTURE of this series.. 
(ugh! | hate when that happens because it's NOT the part of the timeline | SHOULD be writing atm!) -- but at 


least l'm writing, right?! 


ANYWAY.. The reason I'm calling this chapter "experimental" is because it's a little different than what I've 
been posting.. I've had this idea for a while but haven't had the spark to tackle it.. It's not a *future* 


timeframe.. It's not the current timeframe either.. This is actually a flashback scene.. 
We're goin’ back to the days of James and Karen's marriage, y'all.. (and boy was this a shit show to write.) 


Assuming that you have read "You Have Come To The Right Place" up to where I've left off, you know that 
James is currently in the beginning stages of processing his trauma due to this toxic relationship. However, 
besides the overview of knowing there was abuse involved, there have been no details revealed.. the only 


information is shown through James's somatic € emotional flashbacks + Rachel's observations. 


This flashback, however, gets into the nitty gritty of what a typical night was like between James and Karen, 
and my hope is that after reading this, many of the questions or "mysteries" around this relationship and the 
way James behaves in treatment / with others begins to all come together. 


(continued directly before chapter starts.) 


##WARNINGS ** 

domestic abuse £ implied objectification, alcohol abuse, gaslighting/emotional manipulation, trauma responses 
(fight/flight/freeze/fawn), provoking behavior, impulsivity, feelings of powerlessness/having no means of 
escape, etc. 


With that being said.. Please take time to center yourself if you believe this will be sensitive reading for you. If 
you feel triggered in any way, don't hesitate to take a step back and stop. | personally had to separate myself 
from what | was writing because this subject matter hit me in ways that the eating disorder content hasn't. 


If you are interested in reading more pieces from this period of time in James's life, totally let me know! It's 


always fun to branch out into different timeframes every now € then, even if the subject matter is difficult. 


Until next time.. (hopefully I'll be back to YHCTIRP by then!) Big hugs to you all € thank you for sticking with 


me. Your support means more to me than | can truly express in words. 
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Autumn 1999 

James € Karen's House 

San Francisco 

JAMES'S PON: 

The first thing | feel when | hear the front door open is pure dread . 

Even in my intoxicated state, I'm still hyper aware of certain noises..'m not incoherent or disoriented. Anyone 
who tells me that | can't function while drinking doesn't know what they're talking about! This is a common 
occurrence but it doesn't mean | don't know what l'm doing..'m perfectly aware of what's going on around me 
and right now its obvious that Karen is home and by the sound of her heavy footsteps, she's not in a good 
mood. 

Well..so much for the peace and quiet 


Funny to think it would last. 


| already know what I'm about to be hit with.Not like anything changes. It's all the same. Day by day, it's the 


same crap. Sometimes | ask myself why | still react when in reality | shouldn't be fazed by this... 
It's not like it doesn’t happen at least once a day. 


"Babe?" Karen's voice echoes through the house as | stay still in my spot in this room.My home studio. A 
certain stiffness is invading my muscles at the anticipation.But what anticipation? Shouldn't | be used to this? 


It shouldn't be bothering me, but it does.. 


"Babe, where are you-" 
"Herel" 


| force the words out, attempting to sound as calm and collected as possible but the reality is that my heart 
is racing at an insane tempo and l'm feeling jittery... Antsy. 


| take a deep breath, feeling the dreadful pit in my stomach increase with every footstep that | hear getting 
closer to this room. On impulse, | grab my glass of red wine and polish off the rest, internally pleading with 
whatever Higher being there is in this universe that this confrontation be an easy one.. 

Over and done with, 


"Really, James?" 


Before | can even formulate my next thought, the door to my home studio shoots open and I'm met with no 


one other than Karen, and she's pissed. It's written all over her features. 


She stands in the opening with her arms crossed over her chest in an overbearing manner with an eyebrow 


raised in contempt. " Again?" 

All| can do is stare at her even though it's the last thing | feel comfortable doing. While half of my mind is 
focused on wondering what the hell I'm doing wrong, the remainder is glued to the task at hand... finishing up this 
work | have to do to get the rest of these vocals done- 

"Every day you're just stuck in here, like you have nowhere else to be in this house-" 

‘lm working, Karen," | speak through my own tenseness and paste on a facade of calmness, but I'm feeling 
myself internally retreating. But even though l'm shriveling up on the inside, my mouth keeps moving. "I don't 
understand what your problem is with tha-" 

" My problem?!" 

My body stiffens up at the abrupt, condescending tone of my wife's voice as she locks her sharp, piercing 
eyes on mine. | blink a few times, feeling aggravation fuel my body as she completely walks into the room, 


disrupting my workflow. 


"How is this my problem when you're the one who's constantly locking himself in here instead of tending to our 


relationship-" 


"Karen-" 


" Shut up!" She snaps and points a finger at me as | stand up, slowly bracing myself for whatever is about to 
be shot at me. "You're constantly playing this god almighty being who does no wrong-" 


A desperate sigh escapes my lips and | shake my head, suppressing the urge to snap right back at her. 
Exhaustion fills my tissues as | attempt to sway the topic. "I don't want to fight, Karen, | really don't-" 


"Oh, you dont?!" The feigned shock written all over Karen's face sends tingles of frustration through me as | 


grit my own teeth in disbelief. "What a load of goddamn bullshit! If you really cared about us, you wouldn't be 


"Karen, dont” 


"Don't what, huh?!" She screeches with venom seeping out of her sarcastic mouth. "Tell the truth? Oh, yes, 
| know you can't face reality because it's too hard.." The mocking spills out of her sending more explosive 
ammunition bubbling inside of me. She shakes her head and rolls her eyes at me, while | stay still, internally 
trembling with persistent aggravation. "Its too hard because" 


"Jesus, Karen! Just stop already!" | widen my eyes and turn away from her, attempting to go back to what | 
was doing prior to her bombarding in here. "I'm fired, okay? | don't understand the point of you stomping in 
here when | was just trying to work on this song. You know I've been focusing my time on this" 


"And thats the problem!" 


| squeeze my eyes shut at the petty remark, now desperately wishing that | had more fuckin’ wine because 
my god do | need it right now- 


"How is it the problem, Karen?" Using all of my inner strength, | keep my voice as low and steady as possible 


as | stiffen up more. "Please explain to me how this is an issue-" 


" Because your life is fuckin’ revolved around this, James!" She seethes in disproportionate rage with her arms 


flailing in the air. "This is all you freakin’ do these days!" 
"lim working on my career!" My eyes widen in pure confusion and dismay while | stare Karen in the face, 
almost wishing my expression alone could get her to realze that this same argument we have every day is 


fuckin’ ridiculous. “All of people, | thought you would understand that-" 


‘Of all people?!" Karen shakes her head and abruptly points another finger at me. "What the hell makes you 
say of all people-" 


"Karen-" 


" Shut up!" The screech sends a dehumanizing chill up my spine and | suddenly feel frozen. "Just shut your 
damn mouth! | don't want to hear youl Stop talking!" 


Jesus fucking Christ, why does this happen EVERY damn day?! | dont understand what the issue is! | don't get it- 


Without thinking, my panic leads me to bolt into a standing position with adrenaline rushing through my veins. 
Disconnected from my surroundings, | shake my head and make my way to the door but before | can even 


take a step out, I'm abruptly pulled back. 
"Don't you freakin’ leave this room-" 


"l'm not staying here to fight with you, Karen!" | shake my head in utter exhaustion and frustration, feeling 


my insides twist up into a chaotic knot. "I need space-" 
" Space?!" She squeezes my arm tightly as | snap my head around, meeting her angry eyes. | can't even say 
anything before she shoots out another petty remark. " You need space? Like you don't get enough of that 


already-" 


" Yes! | need space because l'm a goddamn human being, Karen!" My voice strengthens as aggravation spills 


out in my words. "Now just /eave me alone for five fuckin’ minutes-" 

| quickly shove myself away from the tight grip, feeling the aching pain spread through my entire body, 
enhancing my own inner frustration. My jaw is clenched and my muscles are strained to an intense level. I'm 
trembling as | attempt to once again leave the room, but I'm immediately held back. 


"Don't fucking move." 


My heart skips a beat as my wife grabs ahold of my arm again, this time proceeding to harshly tug it 
furiously, sending a sharp zap of pain through me. | immediately screech out of shock and rage. 


"What the fuck?!" My jaw clenches in vexation as the pain persists, while | snap my arm away. " Quit doing 
this shit every goddamn time | try to leave a room!" 


"Not until you stop running away from the fuckin’ issues at hand-" 


‘lm not running away from anything, Karen |" | spit out her name in aggravation, making sure to emphasize 


every syllable. "I'm trying to separate myself from this unnecessary arguing for one fuckin’ second-" 

" Unnecessary arguing?!" She snaps back just as sarcastically as | subtly back away from her, gripping the 
doorknob with all of my strength. “Everything you deem unnecessary is nothing but! But novo, because it has 
to do with you, it's not worth solving" 


"What the helll That is not what l'm saying! That makes no freakin! sense-" 


‘It makes every bit of sense but you're too damn selfish to see it yourself! Karen seethes and shakes her 
head with condescending eyes. "Because you do no wrong, ever! Everything you do is excused, right?! Of 
course it is because all that goddamn alcohol gets to your head and you live in a freakin’ fantasy land!" She 


waves her hands around in a mocking fashion as | force myself to hold back from lashing out at her again. 


"Well guess what! Reality check. That's not how life is!" 


Maybe | wouldnt have to drink so much if this wasnt happening every damn day! Have you ever thought about 
that?! This is one of the only fuckin' things that relaxes me for a second! But no matter how much I drink | can't 
escape THS! This is NOT how I want our relationship to be! | don't want to fight like this and I don't understand 
why youre so PISSED! | don’t GET it! 


With my body completely stoic, | attempt to take a breath in, feeling the inner rage swim through every 
Tissue in my body. Even with the alcohol traveling through me, I'm too goddamn aware of everything. 


The desperation l'm feeling is freezing me up and the pleas in my head continue on a repeated loop. 
This is hopeless 


Finally succumbing to the defeat that | feel over and over again, | push my mouth open, ready to spit out 


a peace offering. 
"kK" 
The moment that | attempt to force a word out, Karen cuts me off with supenirity in her voice. 


"Are we even married at this point?!" She stares with manipulative disbelief as my stomach churns in 


pure annoyance . "| mean, fucking Christ! With how little time we spend together no one would fucking know-" 


"Karen," | lower my voice and clench my jaw, feeling my entire body shake with vexation. "I need you 


to leave me alone." 


"Oh here we go again!" She rolls her eyes and locks her gaze on me, while screeching sarcastically. " Avoiding! 


That's all you freakin! do-" 


"I'm not having this damn conversation again!" The words shoot out of my mouth in pure defense. "Do you 
know how ridiculous this is?! Why is everything a fight, Karen?" | widen my eyes and shake my head, 
attempting to ignore the persistent pain in my arms from the rough tugging. " Everything turns into this-" 


"You're asking me?!" She points to herself in elaborate disbelief that makes me feel sick "How about you 
take a damn good look at yourself-" 


" What am | doing wrong?!" My voice seeps with frustrated desperation, as | abruptly let go of the doorknob 
to throw my arms in the air. " Tellme! Honestly, Karen! What is it?!" 


"Oh, wow , what a question, James-" 
" Truthfully!" | raise my eyebrows in confusion while my body shakes in a combination of anger, disorientation, 
and uselessness. "I just want to figure things out without arguing like this! Do you think | lke fighting with 


you?! Because | dont-" 


"That's hysterical ," Karen huffs and rolls her eyes, turning away from me in a condescending manner. 


"That's funny coming from you~" 


"Oh please quit the snide remarks already!" | shake my head, feeling my emotional exhaustion increase with 


every second l'm entwined in this chaos. "I'm just trying to understand-" 


" Bullshit!" She snaps her head back around to me, sending chills up my already tense body. "You're 
just pushing the blame on me-" 


"lam not-" 


"If you could just own up to things for once, maybe this wouldn't be such a damn issue!" She cuts me off 


with vexation again, leading me to continue shaking my head. 

There is no fuckin’ end to this. 

It never ends. 

"This is getting absolutely nowhere ," | mumble under my breath in frustration and proceed to try leaving the 
room again, this time feeling nothing but the intense urge to open up a new bottle of wine. "I can't freakin’ do 
this—" 


"Oh stop running away from the damn truth!" 


Karen's booming obnoxious tone sends me snapping my body back towards her and without thinking, | scream 


from the top of my lungs, feeling nothing but absolute desperation to free myself from this goddamn situation 
" Karen, SHUT THE FUCK UPI" 


With furious tears in my eyes, my whole body shakes uncontrollably and | squeeze my eyes shut, grabbing the 
closest object | can feel and flinging it on the ground, hearing nothing but glass shattering against the tiled floor. 


| let out a growl of frustration before snapping my eyes open, feeling my heart beating out of my chest at an 


erratic speed, disorienting me even more. All| see is red. Everything around me is red 


Red 


"You are a fucking LUNA TIC!" 


Within a second, Karen is up in my face with the expression of a wild animal. | freeze up in response to the 


abrupt lash and also at the reality of my own reaction 
| suddenly feel paralyzed . 


"What the fuck is wrong with you?!" She screeches so loudly that | squeeze my eyes shut and the moment 


that | attempt to back away, | feel an intense wave of pain across my face. 

"Do you need someone to fuckin’ restrain you or something?! JESUS CHRIST! You act like an animal-" 

My body is immediately backed against the nearest wall as the same pain smacks me over and over again. It's 
the fourth time that | feel it when | scream right back, fighting the impulse to shove her. " STOP SMACKING 
mel" 


"Stop acting like a mental case-" 


"Oh /m acting like the mental case?!" | growl in fury while the throbbing in my cheek intensifies. " /m acting 
like the lunatic but its fine that you just smacked me four fuckin’ times?!" 


| shake my head and attempt to slide out of the tight grip, but to my dismay l'm pinned down harder. My jaw 


is clenching in rage and disorienting panic as | growl. 
"Karen, get of f-" 


My eyes widen as | lock my gaze on my wife, who only smirks with sickening satisfaction When she tightens 
her grip, | repeat myself, this time using a threatening tone. 


"Get the fuck off of me-" 


"Oh shut up! You're such a goddamn baby, James!" Karen roughly squeezes my wrists that she's pressing 
against the wall as | forcefully pull away with rage , freeing myself from the trap with urgency. 


As | bolt back towards the center of the room, she follows me while continuing to screech in my face. 


"Get over it! | didn't fuckin’ smack youl | hit you-" 


‘Like that's any different!" | shake my head and snatch my empty wine glass from the floor, turning toward 
the door again. "Get over yourself! I'm done! l'm leaving and | want my fuckin’ space whether you like it 


or nof!" 


Without hesitation, | stomp out into the hallway with the wine glass in my hand, feeling my muscles throb with 


every step. Tears of frustration and powerlessness well in my eyes as | make it to the kitchen, and on 


absolute impulse, | rummage the cabinets only to pull out a new bottle of wine. 


| close my eyes, take a shaky breath, and fill my glass up to the rim, proceeding to gulp the whole thing down 
in one swig. With my head leaning against the counter and my hands squeezing my temples, | let out a 


silent cry of desperation 
How did things get this way?! 


The throbbing in my cheek snaps me back to reality and | force myself back upright, wiping my eyes and 
brushing my body off of the chaos 


Without thinking, | snatch the wine bottle and pour myself another glass, gulp it down, and proceed to fling the 
front door open, letting the cool San Francisco breeze smack me in the face. With my eyes closed and 
the buzz hitting me, | close the door and lower myself down to the step on the front porch, attempting to find 


it in me to cool myself down from the heated energy. 


Through my external silence, the sound of the wind blowing the leaves off of the trees around me send 
shivers up my spine, but my body feels hot. It's heated with confusion, frustration, and everything in between. 


The emotions I'm swimming in are a total discombobulation; a pure clusterfuck of disorientation 
Nothing makes sense. 


| wish things weren't this way and | don't understand how they've gotten like this! | can't remember the last 
time me and Karen were in this house together without an argument stewing up. | can't remember the last 
time | went a day without drowning everything in alcohol. | can't remember the last time | felt fuckin’ stable.. 


contained. 


Every day my emotions seem to throw me off a little bit more and the unpredictability of the whole thing is 
what catches me off guard the most. To combine the lability with the abrupt fights is like setting random 
bombs around the damn house without a clue of when any of them will go off. It's a common feeling 


of destruction and chaos. 

Nothing is fuckin’ predictable. 

As my mind continues to shoot in a thousand different directions, my body trembles in residual anger. My 
heart is racing but the alcohol is starting to calm it a little, but not enough to completely send me into a daze 
where | don't have to feel anything. That would be impossible. 


Its impossible for me to erase my emotions, especially when my moods love to play games with me. 


And as | sit here in the darkness of the night, anticipatory dread is already eating at me for the events that | 


know will happen when | walk back inside this house. 


Karen will see that | drank more. 
She'll lash out about it and make some scene again 
Then HI walk away and try to avoid another unnecessary fight 
Karen will argue that Im refusing to see the truth 


The same argument as before will repeat itself because that's exactly what happens. That's the only part of 
this marriage that's fuckin’ predictable. The arguments The content of the arguments. 


The arguments revolved around me. 


They revolve around me and my behaviors, and my behaviors only. And that's what pisses me off the most! 


I'm not perfect and that's a fact but neither is she. The issue is that she doesn't admit to her flaws and | 
can't make her, so | just have to take her crap over and over. And | dont want to fight with her! 
| really dont! That's not what marriage is supposed to be like. Sure, arguments happen and that's normal in a 


relationship but sometimes | wonder if this has gotten too far... That what were sucked into isnt normal. 


But then when | cool myself down | end up realizing it's fine because nothings gonna change, so what's the fuss 
in trying to make it? The alcohol temporarily fixes things, internally, and right now that's the closest thing to 
release | have from the shit that goes on when we're together. Its the only mechanism that | have to 
provide some sanity..the smallest bit of it. 


But it just isn't enough. And Karen, for some reason, loves to take advantage of the times when l'm near- 


obliterated to lash at me more. She'll scream and yell and we'll go into another never-ending tornado of chaos . 


Every night she rants and screeches about the fact that | never want to meet her in bed, and can 

you blame me at this point?! | do want to but not if we'll be there this close to killing each other. She doesn't 
want me there to fuckin cherish our presence. No, she wants me there so she could use my physical 

features to her advantage. She wants me there to fuck her straight, and you know what? | do it anyway but 
do | feel like it?! 


No! 
| don’t feel like it all the time, but to fry to dissipate any further fighting | just fuckin’ do it. | give in, while 
feeling anger bubble up inside of me with every action | force myself into bed and let her drool over 


my body as | obsess over when | can get the fuck outta there to find my space „My freedom 


But it never ends and the alcohol swims through my body providing me with a fucked up disorientation as 


| mechanically provide the satisfaction she craves, leaving me feeling like a goddamn object every damn night. 


Because when | say no.. if | say no ... 

Let's not even go down that route. 

I's not necessary. 

After all is said and done, | give into things l'm not keen on doing because | honestly don't have the damn 
energy to continue fighting about it. We fight enough Now, | purposely find ways to avoid more battles 
happening. 

| just want to find peace but it doesn't fuckin’ work! 

Its not until the next morning when | wake up hungover and sick next to Karen's delicate body and doe-like eyes 
that | feel instant regret , leading me to apologize. | let out a groggy ‘I'm sorry..Let's not fight today..Let's get 
ourselves together." 

From there, we both agree to remain cordial and attempt to make up but it only lasts for so long. We both 
go our separate ways, tending to our jobs and go about our days, disconnecting from the arguments we're so 
used to having. Everything seems okay but this false sense of contentment just doesn’t last. This feeling 

of desperate hope disappears the moment that we both come face to face with each other after the workday, 
and it's from there where the never ending cycle of confusion, chaos, and instability begins all over again 

It's the same . 

Every single day. 

And | doubt there will ever be an end to it. 


My train of thought is suddenly cut short by a sharp gust of wind smacking me in the face, exacerbating the 
already throbbing pain from just a little while ago. | grimace in discomfort and disorientation but just shake 
my head, keeping my eyes squeezed shut and allowing the temporary relaxation to undulate through my body. 


| could swear | hear the door opening behind me but it sounds foggy just like everything else around me feels. 
Being stuck in a haze is what | would rather feel than being forced to stay present in all the persistent chaos, 


but I'm not running away from anything. Its impossible. 


When | hear the sound of the door again, | slowly force myself back upright and am hit with a wave of 
lightheadedness. | shake it off and float back inside, directly met with exactly what | predicted. 


"So, | see another wine bottle-" 


"Mhm," | roll my eyes and mumble with a slight slur in my voice, making an effort to purposely walk past her. 


"Whatever, Karen. Just fuck off" 


"Not so fast -" 

I'm forcefully pulled around by my wife and without any hesitation, | spit out a sharp, " No." 

Karen locks her piercing eyes with my dazed ones and tilts her head in a snide manner, "No what?" 

There is a long pause of silence as | feel my wife's breaths blanket my torso, leaving me stiff and tense. | 
squeeze my eyes shut, feeling an intense head pounding but then reopen them, while shaking my head as the 
room starts spinning. 

"Not going to bed with you..” 

" Ha," she smirks and leans her face closer to me while keeping her hand on my cheek, dangerously close to 
the spot where she slapped me repeatedly. "Funny of you to say that when | know you fuckin’ enjoy it every 


time-" 


"You're delusional," | growl in a threatening low fashion as | firmly remove her hand from my face, proceeding 


to turn away and walk towards another room. 

"Oh, /m the delusional on-" 

"Karen, cut it!" | furiously snap, while feeling disoriented and dazed, "| am so goddamn tired of this-" 

"Well this will make it all better, babe," she speaks in a silky, smooth, fake tone as her footsteps get closer to 
me. She grabs hold of me again, this time proceeding to stroke my neck in an eerily calm manner. 

"You know it-" 

"For the love of God -" 

"Just get in bed with me, goddammit!" She shrieks while | freeze up, feeling her strokes turn into 

rough clawing , but suddenly lowers her tone to a low whisper. "Come on, babe.." Her warmth of breath 


travels up my neck, sending tingles up my spine. "This is the only time we get to really bond...” 


Yes Karen, the usual load of bullshit! Bonding to YOU! Sure! Its all fine for you cause you get fo use my fuckin’ 
body to your damn advantage while Im just forcing i! Sure, Karen! Bonding! You know what, FUCK YOU- 


The blaring in my head is just as deafening as the chaos the two of us are trapped in and before l'm even 
capable of formulating my next response, | feel my body being led to another room. An immediate sense 


of dread swims through my tissues at the predictable course of events that are about to unravel. 


" You know you want this.. You know how much you want to do this." 


Without my control, | nod my head at Karen's sickly seductive voice, letting my own damn body move 


involuntarily. Impulse. 
"Whatever, Karen," | roll my eyes and murmur as | slide into our bed robotically, "Whatever you fuckin’ say...” 


My discombobulation only intensifies once I'm swaddled by the blankets layers, but despite the enhanced daze- 


like state I'm trapped in, the inner rage and frustration bubbling inside of me is strong 
That never goes away. 


Through the blur of chaotic, irate turmoil, the sensation of pressure being thrown down on my entire 


body suffocates me, and it's in this very moment when | know. 
We're at the point of no return 


The last sensation | remember feeling before my chemical and emotionally-induced disorientation completely 


overpowers me is a sickening twisting in my abdomen, 


NUNN NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN NNN NNNNNNNNNN NNN NNN 


*SOME ENDING NOTES/REFERENCES + * 


|) James and Karen first met in LA but then moved up to San Francisco together once their relationship 
became more serious. James was working as a Musical Director for a children's theatre company while on the 
side he was still working on achieving his dream of success in the music business. He built a studio in his home 
where he would write and record his own songs when he wasn't at his day job. 


2) James often references that, during his drinking days, he was a lover of red wine. The alcohol at this time 
was being used to self-medicate his undiagnosed bipolar disorder, as well as disconnect himself from the 
stress/pain of the marriage failing. 


3) You may have noticed that | titled this chapter "Strangelove" -- in reference to the song by Depeche Mode 
(of the same name). The lyrics hit well with the situation € the vibe of the whole relationship, in my opinion 
Check them out if you want! 


*#| hope this flashback gave you a little more insight into what James has been through (and what he's 
currently going through in treatment as of YHCTTRP.. If you have any questions about anything, don't hesitate 
to drop it in the comments! You know l'm always happy to answer! 


